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Dear Members of the Electoral Matters Committee,
Re: Inquiry into the impact of social media on elections and electoral administration
Thank you for the invitation to contribute to this inquiry.
I am a Senior Lecturer in the Information Systems and Analysis discipline in the College of
Engineering and Technology at the Melbourne campus of CQUniversity. As an information

systems socio-technological expert, I research in the social media domain. I have also
advised local government candidates on social media usage.

Australians are spending a combined total of thirty-seven hours per week on social media,

which includes YouTube (twelve hours), Facebook (eight hours), Instagram (seven hours),

Snapchat (six hours) and Twitter (four hours)1. Hence, it is only natural that social media

is used to engage Victorians in the electoral process. Social media is a game-changer and a

powerful emerging tool for interacting with the public. Moreover, social media is becoming
an essential source for online news in Australia2.

Social media is increasingly becoming pivotal to netizens. It is also changing the way
election candidates and elected representatives of all levels (local, state and federal) use it

for political communication. The same is also true for the public who are increasingly using

social media to reach out to the electoral fraternity. The use of social media in everyday
lives influences citizens’ knowledge of the electoral process and importantly creates an
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awareness of the contesting candidates. Social media assists in many vital functions of the

electoral process such as broadcasting information, educating citizens, building awareness,
developing relationships and even correcting factual inaccuracies. In the 21st century, it is

indubitably a vital tool in the entire electoral process, but it should not become a digital
weapon.

Social media has its inherent drawbacks. It can become a vehicle for spreading
disinformation (intentional false information), misinformation (unintentional false
information) and malinformation (accurate information but used for nefarious reasons);
bullying and harassment; trolling and spreading hateful information.

Social media companies, aka the service providers, need to do more to tackle these
problems not just from an electoral perspective, but also from a realism, safety and

wellbeing perspective. Some of the measures that service providers need to take actively

are flagging false information, removing false information, eliminating inauthentic
accounts, monitoring bot-based suspicious behaviour, scanning draft posts and punishing
offenders by reducing their ability to post.

While the onus of these measures can be attributed to service providers, the burden of
reducing mis/disinformation should be shared by the relevant government departments

who can take responsibility for monitoring and reporting. More importantly, it is crucial to
educate social media users, so they become adept at identifying false information. Hence

social media literacy campaigns are essential, not only for voters but the general population
too.

The reality is that fifty-two per cent of Australians are not comfortable with political
advertising on social media2. Another study found that sixty per cent of the surveyed

Australia voters want a complete ban on political advertising from social media, with sixtysix per cent also suggesting a ban on micro-targeted advertisements on social media
platforms3. Regulation of the content of social media advertisements should be aligned with

the norms of other political advertising. However, it is essential to distinguish social media
advertising with other online means, such as a website advertising or search engine
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advertising. Both social media and other online platforms cannot be seen under the same
lens. Social media electoral advertising should be tightly regulated to ensure impartiality.

In order to enhance the transparency of advertisements about social issues, elections or
politics, Facebook introduced an advertisement authorisation process, which seeks

authorisation documents. Upon approval, the advertisements are displayed with a
disclaimer showing the name of the payer4. The Victorian Electoral Commission must

further mandate the use of such disclaimers by anyone running paid advertisements about
elections or political information. The disclaimers should not just be limited to Facebook,

but all other social media platforms too. In instances where automated technology for

generating disclaimers is not available, candidates must be held accountable for manually
creating and displaying such disclaimers, particularly for paid political advertising.

Furthermore, authorisation statements for all election-related social media posts should be

regularly monitored, and penalties applied for non-conformance. Additionally, the three-

day electoral advertising blackout that applies to traditional media should also be applied
to social media.

Many candidates hire social media managers to run their political campaigns. However, the

voters need to know who they are dealing with on social media, i.e. directly with the
candidate or their manager. In order to maintain integrity and transparency, candidates
should be required to inform the public if they are using a social media manager.
Following are some recommendations for the committee’s consideration:


Use a variety of social media platforms to reach out to Victorians.



Develop social media literacy campaigns.



cohorts.






Produce civic education resources in different languages to cater to multicultural
Publish electoral process-related informative content regularly.

Utilise a mixture of content (text, images, video) to engage effectively with citizens.
Provide a clear definition of social media, as it encapsulates many different forms.
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Regulate social media electoral advertising and distinguish it from other online



technologies.



advertisements.



Mandate the use of disclaimers for electoral advertising that show who paid for the
Apply the three-day electoral advertising blackout to social media posts.
Require candidates to declare the use of a social media manager.



Develop a dedicated social media training manual to guide political candidates.



measures that safeguard electoral advertising and information dissemination.



measures against false or misleading political advertising or information.



Lobby social media companies to further develop and use technology-driven
Grant further powers to the Victorian Electoral Commission to initiate punitive
Conduct a survey to assess voters’ use of social media and its influence on their
voting decision.

Last but not least, the Electoral Matters Committee called for a similar inquiry into the
impact of social media on Victorian elections and Victoria’s electoral administration in
20145. It is disappointing to note that six years later, similar matters are still being

considered. This perhaps demonstrates a lack of progress on this matter or levity, and I
hope the current inquiry is not a box-ticking exercise but more reformative in nature. As a

Victorian citizen, I truly hope the next time a social media inquiry is commissioned; there

are demonstrable outcomes from the above recommendations that show Victoria leading
the way in the use and regulation of social media in the complete electoral life cycle.

There is no doubt the role of social media in elections and on elections will continue to rise.
Social media is a double-edged sword; hence its use by both political candidates and

incumbents should be regulated. Moreover, as Victorians turn to social media for political
information, they need to be better informed, so their decision-making is guided by
accurate information and facts. The Victorian Electoral Commission and the Parliament

should continue to play a more significant role in protecting electoral integrity, particularly
so that social media is not used to manipulate public opinion but to enhance democracy.
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In the appendix, I have also attached my article6 published in The Age newspaper in 2017,
which may be useful for the committee’s deliberations.

I hope this submission is helpful. If it would assist, I am prepared to be heard by the

Electoral Matters Committee.
Yours sincerely,
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This was published 3 years ago

Explainer: What election
candidates can and can't say on
social media
Social media, it would seem, is a ripe old avenue for abuse when it comes to
the campaign trail. Social media adviser Dr Ritesh Chugh explains a lack of
regulations makes it precarious territory.
By Dr Ritesh Chugh
Updated January 16, 2017 — 12.11pm, ﬁrst published January 13, 2017 — 2.27pm
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A need to be heard
Kevin Rudd's Kevin07, Barack Obama's Change08, Justin Trudeau's #RealChange,
Donald Trump's #LockHerUp, and Hillary Clinton's #IMWithHer dominated social
media during their respective campaigns.

President Barack Obama at a town hall meeting at Facebook headquarters in Palo Alto,
California. The year Obama came into ofﬁce, the White House joined Facebook, Twitter, Flickr,
Vimeo, iTunes and MySpace. In 2013, the ﬁrst lady posted her ﬁrst photo to Instagram. In
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2015, Obama sent his ﬁrst tweet from @POTUS, an account which now has 11 million
followers. This year, the White House posted its ﬁrst ofﬁcial story on Snapchat. AP

Those, along with the Australian 2016 Federal election, have been dubbed
"Facebook elections", and are shining examples of how politicians use social
media to dominate the water cooler with key messaging.
Facebook has more than 1.7 billion active users globally while Twitter has 313
million monthly active users, thus making these (and other) social media
platforms attractive for election juggernauts. Facebook alone has around 15
million users in Australia, which is 62.5% of the Australian population.

President Barack Obama meets with President-elect Donald Trump in the Oval Ofﬁce of the
White House in Washington, November 10, 2016. PABLO MARTINEZ MONSIVAIS

Election candidates need the attention of voters, and social media is an avenue to
a large captive audience.
What politicians are allowed to say
Candidates, it would seem, can say almost anything.
In Australia, there are no speciﬁc constraints on what election candidates are
allowed to post. However, defamation laws apply to all social media users. Posts
that are slanderous and libellous can be contenders for defamation claims.
Statistics show social media has overtaken traditional news platforms as people's
preferred source of information and news - 62% of United States adults and 52%
Australians get their news from social media. In January 2016, 44% of United
States adults learnt about the presidential election from social media.
Posts which have shown high engagement and interactivity are those which are
policy-focussed and issue-based, but personal connection has also proven a good
strategy to connect with voters.
Prime ministers like Australia's Malcolm Turnbull and Canada's Justin Trudeau
regularly post family pictures and references to their wives. Turnbull's Christmas
post in 2016 was one of his most-liked posts with 14,000 reactions.
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Malcolm Turnbull
about 4 years ago

From Lucy and me, and our family, to you and yours, we wish you a very Merry
Christmas, a relaxing and safe holiday and a 2017 filled with peace, happiness and
love.
13K

1.2K

174

Justin Trudeau
about 4 years ago

From our family to yours Sophie and I wish you all a most joyous holiday season
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From our family to yours, Sophie and I wish you all a most joyous holiday season
and a very merry Christmas.
12K

1K

Share

Conversely, social media has been host to attacks against rival candidates. On
June 10, 2016, Donald Trump tweeted "Obama just endorsed Crooked Hillary. He
wants four more years of Obama—but nobody else does!" Hillary Clinton
responded to Trump's antics by tweeting "Delete your account."
Donald J. Trump
@realDonaldTrump

Obama just endorsed Crooked Hillary. He wants four
more years of Obama—but nobody else does!
4:22 AM · Jun 10, 2016
69.3K

40.5K people are Tweeting about this

Hillary Clinton
@HillaryClinton

Delete your account.
Donald J. Trump

@realDonaldTrump

Obama just endorsed Crooked Hillary. He wants four more years
of Obama—but nobody else does!
4:27 AM · Jun 10, 2016
648.5K

504.9K people are Tweeting about this

Social media guidelines for candidates
In Australia, there aren't any – aside from legal requirements which apply to all
social media users.
In the absence of a dedicated social media policy/guide for candidates, one school
of thought calls for the Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) to write one.
Legislation stipulates a three-day media blac
blackout on all TV and radio broadcasts,
which restricts political advertising. This does not apply to social media.
The nuances of social media interaction are vastly different over other forms of
media. In New Zealand there are strict social media guidelines.
In Australia and in the absence of ofﬁcial guidelines, advisers including myself are
suggesting that candidates do the following:
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Grow your supporter base on social media and regularly interact with them.
Posts on social media must be creative, interesting, informative and usually
with some call to action.
Don't just post textual information but enrich it with pictures, graphics and
videos to appeal to a variety of voters and to engage with them effectively.
Sometimes discussion on social media posts can be negative and it is
important to stop when it is becoming unproductive. Don't feed the trolls.
Social media posts containing electoral matter must be authorised.
Paid, sponsored or promoted posts should be treated as an electoral
advertisement and an authorisation statement should be included.
Finally, candidates are being told to check with their party to ensure social media
posts are compliant with any internal guidelines that might exist.
The beneﬁts of social media for election candidates
Social media has become important to any election strategy. Posts are a
connection to candidates' personal world, the way they think, their agendas, and
what they're doing.
They allow the public to pass judgement, good or bad.
There are also cost beneﬁts. Social media allows candidates to reach 1000 people
for as little as a few dollars. Broadcast and print rates vary, but can be more than
10 times the amount.
How candidates use social media data
All major political parties are pulling data from candidates' social media pages.
They analyse key trends such as interactivity with voters, gender, age groups,
popularity and political preferences.
Popularity of a candidate's posts can be gauged by looking at likes, shares and
retweets. Replies to a candidate's post can shed light on whether an issue needs
attention, and can be a valuable insight into public sentiment.
It is also helpful when ﬁghting smear campaigns, and in the most successful
cases, helps voters warm to candidates.
The drawbacks
On the ﬂipside, a glut of negative posts can frustrate an audience. Consider the
supporters of Hillary Clinton who were regularly subjected to posts about Donald
Trump.
Beware the trolls, those posting cynical or inﬂammatory posts. US research found
that 84% of social media users say things about politics that they would never say
in person. Half of the users felt political conversations on social media are
angrier, less respectful and less civil than other topics.
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Disinformation can be damaging for candidates. Social media provides a healthy
platform for debate, but it is often marred with negative comments and libellous
posts.

Dr Ritesh Chugh is a senior lecturer in the School of Engineering &
Technology at the Melbourne campus of Central Queensland University. He
was actively involved in consulting local government candidates on social
media issues in the recent local government elections in his electorate. His
research interests include social media and knowledge management.
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