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Abstract 
There is a growing decline in political engagement amongst 
young Australian voters. Simultaneously, we have a growing 
number of digital platforms designed to assist voters in 
making choices, understanding their preferences and 
ultimately – who to vote for. This paper explores a shift in 
response to the issue of political apathy, through the design 
of a new online platform. By moving the focus from political 
science to visual communication design, this new concept 
aims to engage a contemporary understanding of design 
activism as a mechanism of political empowerment.  
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Introduction  
It’s not uncommon for young Australians to know more about 
the Kardashians than they do their local government. 
Although young Australians are keen to contribute to positive 
social change, they have limited faith in politics. They struggle 
to connect with politicians and don’t feel like their vote has 
any impact on the issues that matter most to them.  

When millennials are referred to as a consumer group, 
strategies for media communication are creative, 
progressive and powerful. However, when they viewed as a 
voting demographic… the focus often shifts to questioning 
why millennials are lazy, self-absorbed and apathetic. Hill 
explores the notion that informal voting among young 
Australians is an act of protest, in response to a lack of 
meaningful choice, and this is supported by comparative 
studies1. Enrolment rates for Australians between the age of 
18-19 are low2 and the AES reports that satisfaction with 
Australian democracy has been lower among young people 
for some time3. In response to these challenges, this paper 
is exploring: 

• The low levels of political participation amongst 
millennial Australians.  

• The application of technology and new media as a 
solution to improve low levels of political 
participation, and their impact. 

• Disruptions to traditional political campaign 
systems and moving towards a demographic 
specific solution for political engagement.  
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Voting applications are new to the landscape of visual 
communication design, and often fall into non-design 
disciplines such as political science or sociology.  

They contribute to the diversification and accessibility of 
information – which is a fundamental component of 
democracy. As these types of design outcomes appear 
online, continued research is needed to understand the 
implications and improve the quality and accuracy of the 
outcome 

Out of Touch  
The decline in political engagement among young voters 
is an international trend4. This paper explores this issue 
within the context of the Australian political system and 
millennial voters. Despite the availability of information 
online, the growing number of digital applications 
designed to assist voters – the decline continues to grow. 
In addition to the dissatisfaction with the overall voting 
experience, confidence in the Australian Electrical 
Commission is falling5. In 2016, the Australian Election 
Study survey revealed a record low level of voter interest, 
and record low levels of satisfaction with democracy and 
trust in government6. 

An impact of low engagement in a country with a 
compulsory voting system is the significant occurrence of 
‘informal voting’7, also known as a ‘donkey vote’. The 
significant number of donkey votes submitted in 
Australian elections is a repercussion of compulsory 
voting, sometimes seen as a simple strategy to avoid 
financial penalty8. While we can quantify the number of 
donkey votes identified as blank ballots, ballot papers 
with drawings or protest messages, how many votes are 
submitted with random or uninformed selections?  

This paper combines both intentional and unintentional 
informal voting9, when referring to donkey votes. It is 
reasonable to assume that voting without an 
understanding of how to do so correctly, can also be 
symptomatic of a lack of engagement in politics. It is also 
difficult to quantify the number of voters who complete 
the process successfully, but only make random 
selections to meet the legal requirement. 

Survey data highlights that the millennial demographic is 
responsible for a significant proportion of donkey votes10. 
Hill explores the relationship between young Australians 
and informal voting, in relation to their lower levels of 
enrolment and turnout11. Low levels of millennial 
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engagement in politics is complex, however can be viewed 
as a combination of related factors, including: 

• Cynicism about the Australian political system12. 
• Disconnection from political parties and 

increasingly low rates of party membership13.  
• Feeling ‘out of touch’ with mainstream electoral 

politics14. 
• Negative political attitudes15. 
• Preference for protest and alternative forms of 

societal participation16.  
 

Another possible source of intentional informal voting is a 
lack of trust in politics. A trend identified by political 
scientists globally, trust in political institutions and 
representatives is declining in most advanced industrial 
democracies17. 
As a response to the challenge of political participation, a 
range of technological platforms are currently available. 
Despite the benefits of these resources, political engagement 
among Australian millennials continues to fall18. In the 
following chapter, we will discuss a selection of these 
platforms and investigate what is effective, and suggest 
issues that limit their efficacy. Can we use their momentum 
to design solutions which lead us towards real change? 

Digital Voting Resources 
Interactive media and communication design strategies are 
increasingly being used to explore their potential for 
increasing engagement in politics. This chapter explores two 
online platforms, in addition to an example of political 
education design within a university setting. 

The ABC’s Vote Compass is a new online application 
designed to resolve the issues raised in the first chapter of 
this paper. One of the most commonly known applications in 
Australia, it utilises the largest survey data of voter attitudes 
ever undertaken in the country (1.3 million), helping its users 
to identify how their policy preferences align with political 
parties19.  

Despite its many positive attributes, we can assume that it 
isn’t meeting the needs of disengaged voters – as their 
numbers continue to increase. One reason for this may be its 
lack of specific target audience. The designers of Vote 
Compass have an objective to stimulate democratic 
participation in a clear and accessible manner20, however 
their target audience is unmanageably wide – and referred to 
only as ‘the electorate’. In a review of Australian Voter 
Turnout, The Australian Electoral Commission highlights the 
need for focus on specific demographics, responding to 
complex issues surrounding lack of participation throughout 
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society21. Critics of the platform question its accuracy22 
bias23 and focus on specific policies24.  

Secondly, the Vote Compass development team 
contains a majority of social researchers, data scientists, 
political scientists25. This is logical considering the 
political content of the platform, and an obvious 
requirement of an outcome focusing on politics. But its 
primary use is communication. The platform is aiming to 
communicate complex information to a user group who 
are not accessing the same information from existing, 
available sources. Would Vote Compass be more 
effective if the development team included more 
communication design specialists? (One member of the 
team is identified as a ‘designer’, however a ‘Google 
stalk’ reveals that he is a recent university graduate, 
suggesting limited experience). If we assume that 
designers were consulted during its development, their 
lack of acknowledgement may suggest that ‘design’ and 
its related professions (interactive media specialist, 
communication designer, visualization designer) are not 
highly regarded within its production. A recent study of 
the Quebec iteration of Vote Compass indicated that it 
does have an impact on young voter’s political 
preferences – however only for educated users who are 
already politically engaged26. When young Australian 
voters are disengaged to the extent that they aren’t 
actively seeking the resources to assist with their voting 
issues, the challenge becomes complex and required a 
multi-disciplinary approach, beyond the limitations of 
political science as a practice. 

Aiming to increase voter engagement and education 
using information, data and technology27, the digital 
platform isidewith.com was developed in 2012. Peck 
and Boutelier have a professional tool kit of political 
analysis, tech marketing, user experience, data and 
analytics – much closer to the field of ‘design’ than the 
team behind Vote Compass, as demonstrated by its 
contemporary interface. Like all related voting resources, 
there are criticisms. Users of isidewith.com highlight the 
focus on policy at the exclusion of other elements, a 
drawback28. Like other tools with similar functionality, it 
also cannot take into account staffing changes within 
political parties, recent events that may change public 
opinion or the likelihood of a politician following through 
with an election promise29. 

Beyond using technology and the internet to impact 
political engagement, educators are experimenting with 
creative curriculum design solutions. In her introduction 
to politics course, Wadsworth has adapted her content 
and redesigned the learning experience around the 
theme of ‘zombie apocalypse’30 with success.  She 
identified her student’s numbness towards political 
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engagement, linking this with the understanding that her 
target generation has been the most quantified, monitored, 
medicated, micromanaged and assessed in history. 
Wadsworth links research and practice to understand her 
student’s motivations; their apathy for politics is born from the 
feeling that there is no alternative to life in a materialist, 
consumerist society31.  

Millennials have grown up learning that the power to buy 
things is a greater expression of agency than direct political 
engagement, and economic growth is what keeps a nation 
strong. Wadsworth’s educational design outcomes highlight 
the want and need for millennial students to understand 
theory concepts in relation to their agency in the 
contemporary world. Despite a much smaller ‘reach’ when 
compared to Vote Compass and isidewith.com, Wadsworth’s 
example highlights the success that can come from designing 
solutions that meet the individual needs of a target audience, 
exploring new innovative solutions and applying design 
thinking within an educational context to create real change. 
Is it possible to combine the characteristics of these 
examples? 

Despite the growing number of designed outcomes aiming to 
improve engagement in Australian politics, our participation 
is on the decline32. 2016 saw the lowest recorded turnout 
since voting was made compulsory in 192533. Although this 
statistic indicates that the current voting applications aren’t 
working, examination of them will create a foundation for 
future work in this area. By reframing the development of 
political communication tools into the field of design, we may 
start to see an improvement in political engagement.  

No Donkey dot org 
The studio design practice associated with this paper seeks 
to explore alternatives to current political campaign systems, 
with the view to reengage Australian millennial voters. It aims 
to recontextualise commercial advertising strategies and 
embrace the current consumption habits of the target 
demographic. Rather than seek to reengage young 
Australian’s into traditional forms of political campaigns, this 
research seeks to redesign the current political campaign 
content to suit the selected demographic. The first iteration of 
this is called www.nodonkey.org.  

‘No Donkey’ aims to apply the format of existing compare and 
contrast websites, currently used by consumer platforms like 
www.choice.com, www.expedia.com and 
www.youcompare.com. These examples (pictured) 
successfully provide their users with complex product 
information in a usable format. All available options are 
identified in a side by side layout, according to the parameters 
set by the user. At first, this idea may seem simplistic, 
however the adaptation of existing design strategy for non 
commercial outcomes isn’t often attempted. The familiarity 
that comes with this concept is also part of its strength. This 
concept isn’t a viral social media campaign, it isn’t a mass 
street protest, however forms of protest or design activism do 
not need to be loud to create impact34. One of the potentially 
significant outcomes of design initiatives such as No Donkey, 
are the growth of inner conversations and collective 
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epiphanies regarding an individual’s connection to their 
government and environment35.  

  

 

In addition to selected digital consumer platforms, ‘No 
Donkey’ utilises the systems of social media 
(predominantly Facebook) already widely adopted by 
Australian millennials. By designing new ways to 
communicate political information, in a way that responds 
to the needs of the user, No Donkey aims to increase 
political engagement through: 

• transparent connections between political 
candidates and social issues. 

• easily accessible information, without jargon, 
presented in a familiar format.  

• the humanization of political candidates and 
direct access to their profile.  

• visible connections between a vote and 
potential election outcomes.  

• access to any changes or updates to a 
candidate’s opinion or policy over time. 

While there are existing platforms that aim to achieve 
similar results, nodonkey.org is unique in that it aims to 
engage a specific target audience; young Australian 
voters. Its functionality, layout and design will reflect the 
preferences of this target audience and will follow the 
traditional iterative design process to ensure its 
functionally meets the needs of its users. By connecting 
voters with a resource that allows for engagement in 
familiar and meaningful ways, we take a step towards a 
significant revolution in political campaigning – we are 
changing the way in which politics appears in the minds 
of voters36. It’s no longer something distant or irrelevant, 
it’s accessible and connected to everyday issues.  

If millennials are unengaged in politics, why would they 
use No Donkey? Existing research indicates that 
Australian millennials are engaged in their communities 
and are motivated to contribute to positive social change. 
However, they struggle to identify with political 
candidates and don’t feel like their vote makes a 
difference. They understand fake news and alternative 
facts, which create issues when this information is 

34 Micah White, The End of Protest: A New Playbook for 
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expected to contribute to an educated political decision. One 
aim of No Donkey is to provide information, without the filter 
of news media.  

New resources designed to have positive impacts on voter 
engagement need to reconsider the relationship between the 
participants and the institutional structures. In 2004, only 82 
per cent of Australians aged 17−25 were enrolled, compared 
with a national average of 93 per cent, and The (Australian) 
YES found that 45 per cent of Year 12 students described 
voting ‘a waste of a Saturday’. The design and visual 
communication strategies utilised within the No Donkey 
platform aim to negate these issues, and link young voters 
existing motivations to current political systems.  

Like the examples presented in the previous chapter, 
limitations have been identified during the early development 
stages. No Donkey cannot verify the honesty of a candidate. 
However, the increased transparency between a candidate 
and their policies over time has the potential to assist with 
voter decision making. The site also does not respond to the 
additional challenges faced by Australia’s Indigenous 
population and other user groups with specific challenges. 
The platform is also dependent on a user’s ability to access 
information freely through the internet, with suitable hardware 
and software.  

When a business understands the behaviour of its target 
audience, it is able to apply this knowledge to its 
communication or advertising strategy, with the ultimate goal 
of increasing profits. One example of this is a recent study by 
Hall and Towers exploring the patterns of millennial shoppers 
and their decision making in a retail environment37. The 
research centers around the identification of a small, distinct 
target audience. It discusses the user’s decision making 
process, expectations and preference for communication 
strategies. It also explores the changing landscape of 
consumption, from real spaces to the digital spaces. If this 
depth of research was applied to the previous examples of 
political communication design, would we see an increase in 
political participation? Can we apply the same engagement 
strategies to young Australian voters, and young Australian 
consumers? And what would happen if we combined this 
level of user group awareness and visual communication 
design strategy? 

The perpetual development of technology requires business 
to actively engage in systematic improvement, research, 
redevelopment and refinement of its communication strategy 
(also known as advertising) 38. However, this type of 
redevelopment and growth isn’t currently visible within 
political communication.  

Another contributor to lack of political participation is voters 
feeling unprepared to make a good decision. Perception of 
political competence can play a significant role in 
engagement, 48% of young Australians report that they do 
not understand ‘political issues well enough to vote’39. How 
can this be so, when the Internet provides us with so much 
information, all the time? Without significant political-
economic critique of media, limited research is available on 
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how this is impacting specific target groups. What is the 
connection between the flood of available information 
and the lack of millennial political engagement?40. Forms 
of political communication are not reflecting the most 
advanced modes of communication technology, practice 
and ‘information overload’. Technological advancements 
within communication industries are evolving rapidly, 
faster than traditional political communication systems 
are able to adapt. Working towards renewed solutions for 
political engagement may be more successful if framed 
within the context of creative industries, visual 
communication and design.  A critical approach to the 
relationship between media and politics must be 
explored41. There is a clear link between age and voter 
participation, suggesting that we can target people under 
the age of 40 to increase overall turnout42.  

Future Updates 
In democratic society, we assume that the public rules, 
but it can be argued that decision-making power resides 
in private hands43. If this is an accurate statement, the 
development of voter resources are not significant 
enough to resolve the issue. However, if we can increase 
the engagement of young Australian voters in our 
political systems, it has the potential to lead to significant 
change, revolution or disruption. When society is 
apathetic about politics, we aren’t able to debate or take 
action when needed44. By changing the focus of political 
engagement from the context of political science to visual 
communication design, we can work towards creating 
effective solutions to the issue of millennial apathy and 
political empowerment on a wider scale.  
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