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Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA:  Hello everyone, and welcome to Work with Purpose, a podcast about the 
Australian public sector and how it serves the Australian community. My 
name's Andrew Metcalfe, and I am the national president of the Institute 
of Public Administration Australia. Before we get started, I'd like to 
acknowledge the traditional custodians, the land on which we're meeting 
today, the Ngunnawal people, and also pay respects to other families 
with a strong connection to this land. I'd like to pay respects to elders 
past, present, and emerging. I'd also like to acknowledge the custodians 
of all the lands from where anyone listening to this podcast is joining us 
from today. As IPAA national president, I'm excited to bring you more 
conversations about the practice and research behind public 
administration on this podcast series, Work with Purpose. Listeners, 
have you ever considered writing a letter to a politician? And if so, have 
you done it? 

 
Indeed, many people listening to this podcast have probably helped in 
responding to letters from constituents that have been sent to 
politicians. In Australia, the Australian prime minister alone receives 
about 150,000 pieces of correspondence, and that number continues to 
increase each year. From urging the government to intervene in East 
Timor, or to avid gardeners seeking funding for Australia's bid to host the 
World Horticultural Festival, people have and continue to contact 
political officers whenever they're hoping to affect change. Until recently, 
we really haven't known a lot about those letters, but new research is 
now lifting the lid and it shows what effect they've had on policy political 
agendas. So in today's podcast, we'll find out more about this 
correspondence, and also discuss more broadly how politicians engage 
with public opinion. 
 
Joining me in the studio today are Dr. Daniel Casey and Dr. Marija Taflaga 
from the Australian National University. Daniel Casey is a lecturer in 
politics and international relationships at the Australian Catholic 
University, and a visiting fellow at the Australian National University. He 
completed his PhD in August 2024 at ANU, examining letters from the 
public to Australian Prime Minister John Howard. And during a 15-year 
career in the Australian Public Service, Daniel spent a significant amount 
of time reading and responding to letters from members of the public on 
behalf of the prime minister and other ministers, and that's what 
prompted his interest in this field. 

 
Dr Daniel Casey:  Morning Andrew. And I should also say that Andrew and I first met in 2005 

when I was a grad at PM&C, and Andrew was a deputy secretary there, 
and from memory, chair of the social club, and I was on that social club. 
And so, I've known Andrew for quite some time. 
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Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA: Yeah. Well, it's great to see you again, Daniel, and to particularly I'm 

going to be really interested to hear more about this work that you've 
been doing. I'm also delighted that with us today is Dr. Marija Taflaga, a 
lecturer in the School of Politics and International Relations at ANU. She 
researches Australian politics in comparison with other Westminster 
nations, and also undertakes research in Australian political history. Her 
research explores topics including the relationship of political parties 
with parliament and the executive, and how institutional design impacts 
on outcomes. 

 
Dr Marija Taflaga:  Hello. Hi, everyone. Thanks for having me 
 
Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA:  Delighted that you're both here with us today, so let's dive straight into 

the conversation. And I'll address this to both of you, perhaps Daniel, you 
might care to go first. How does writing or engaging with political leaders 
support our democracy? 

 
Dr Daniel Casey:  Look, before I go into this specifically, both Marija and I have youngish 

kids, and I was recently watching an episode of the hit ABC TV show, 
Bluey. And in one of those episodes, in fact, Bandit, the dad, writes a 
letter to the government. He's complaining that Bingo is refusing to clean 
up her room, and decides to write to the government asking the 
government to fix up his naughty kid. Now, of course, completely 
unrealistically, Bandit actually gets a response almost immediately and 
says to Bandit that, "We're sorry we've lost your vote. You're a pain in the 
bum, we don't want your vote anyway. Maybe you should vote for the 
other dudes." Now, of course, that's never the sort of response that I or 
any of our listeners would've written, but the letters that we get from 
members of the public are a key way of ensuring that our democracy 
works. In general, people only participate once every three years when 
they vote, but a vote is a really raw instrument. You've really only got two 
choices, the coalition or the ALP, and it doesn't tell politicians why you 
voted that way. Is it because of an environmental policy? Is it because 
you think that the person will be good to have a beer with at the pub? 
Letters on the other hand, allow you to go in depth on a particular issue 
and enable political leaders to understand the nuance of your views, the 
intensity of your views, what issues are likely to actually lead you to 
change your vote. 

 
Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA:  So, let's come back to that in more detail. But Marija, I'd be interested in 

your perspectives first up on that issue about why do people do this? 
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Dr Marija Taflaga: Yeah, yeah. Well, I will just add that that is by far my favourite of the Bluey 
minisodes, and I always thought it was a pointed reminder at the large 
American audiences about the role of government, and perhaps where 
they may seek to address their concerns. But in all seriousness, what are 
people doing when they write to government? Well, in essence, it's an 
exercise in the fact that the average voter is an unorganised interest. So, 
other interest groups out there are organised and coordinated, they have 
the ability to lobby government, the average citizen doesn't, and the 
primary or the first point of contact is actually the local constituency 
member MP who is receiving a lot of this correspondence, or the Prime 
Minister who is essentially in charge of everything, or at least effectively 
or in theory, in the mind of the voter, in charge of everything. So, all of 
those complaints are going there. And it's one of the parts that makes our 
democracy an open democracy, and it's part of the legitimization 
function that we've hired you to do this job. We've delegated all of this 
responsibility to you, but it's actually hard for me to communicate with 
you. It's difficult, as Daniel sort of said, for politicians to really interpret 
what the vote means. We've just had an election, and there are all kinds 
of interesting theories about what the vote means and what it doesn't 
mean, and they're all kind of right and they're all kind of wrong. And so, 
this is an opportunity for citizens to basically signal that this is a really 
important issue to me, and I'd really like you to do something about it. 
And I've spent the time writing this letter, and that's an indication of my 
concern, the level of concern I have that I've done this non-easy or this 
non-zero task for you. 

 
Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA: And we could explore through this conversation the extent that people 

receive a response to that contact with a politician. And so Daniel, for 
your research you decided to hone in on letters sent to the prime minister 
between 1996 and the year 2000. Why that particular time and period?  

 
Dr Daniel Casey:  Well, the period unfortunately was a function mainly of access to data. 

Also, because as I was a grad in 2005 under the final years of Howard, so 
this period was the period where I became politically aware, engaged, 
and active. So, the issues were issues I knew about and cared about. But 
to step back, I started this broad research and broad topic because 
having spent 15 years in government in PM&C, DSS, et cetera, I'd read, 
responded to a lot of these letters. And most recently I was in DSS 
working on age pension and self-funded retirees. Now, this is a cohort 
that has the time and the social capital to be able to write. We got a lot of 
letters from very well-off retirees complaining that they couldn't get the 
age pension or couldn't get the Commonwealth Seniors Health Card. And 
what I saw from our minister at the time was the yes minister politicians 
syllogism, this is something we must do it. And so, I could see the 
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minister's office getting quite concerned about the volume of letters. On 
the other side of the corridor, my colleagues working on new starts and 
Youth Allowance, other Youth Allowance student were receiving very few 
letters. Now, that's not because that cohort wasn't just as needy, or I 
would argue more needy, but they often didn't have the social capital to 
be able to write. They didn't know who to write to, they didn't have an 
email address, they didn't have the mobile phone. So, I saw the impact 
that these letters were having, and I was concerned from a normative 
perspective about what I considered was the undue influence that letters 
could actually have. But on the other hand, I also saw where letters could 
have a real positive outcome. So, I think I can break up the sort of letters I 
received into three groups, those where people where complaining about 
a policy outcome that we always intended. "I have five homes, why can't I 
get the Commonwealth Seniors Health Card?" Well, we don't want you to 
get the Commonwealth Seniors Health Card, that's easy. An instance 
where the letters showed a mistake in administration, and it was always 
great to be able to contact [inaudible 00:10:04] and you can say, "Look, 
can you look up this CRN? They've written to us, from what we are seeing 
maybe a mistake was made," and we would be able to fix mistakes that 
way. But there was also, and this is the much smaller group but in some 
ways the most important, where we had incorrectly designed the policy, 
where the interaction between three or four different pieces of policy 
meant that this very small sub-sub-sub group was actually having a 
policy outcome that we didn't intend. And I, on a number of occasions, 
developed policy proposals in response to letters from the public. And 
so, these breadths of experiences were what drove me to want to know 
more about who these people are who write. 

 
Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA:  Okay. Well, let's come back to that in a bit more detail later. But Marija, I 

know that you are part of the International Polipov Project, and you're 
looking at how politicians are evaluating public opinion. What criteria do 
you think they tend to apply when looking at and evaluating 
correspondence such as the letters analysed by Daniel? So, you spoke 
earlier about people writing, but now the question is what happens next? 

 
Dr Marija Taflaga:  Yeah, no, this is a great question. And so, in some ways the findings from 

the Polipov Project go to more large scale, I suppose, public opinion 
signals is what they're termed. So, I'll talk a little bit about those findings, 
but I have also done research on politicians' engagement with the public 
and letter writing as you sort of say. And the basic takeaways go to what a 
lot of the things that Daniel discussed, and that is the level of 
authenticity. So, we know that politicians don't really value the spam 
emails that you get from a change.org or an interest group, but only so 
much as they are potentially a large number. So, if I'm receiving a 
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thousand emails from Save the Children or whatever, I might start paying 
attention, but a few emails that has not been written by the person that 
lacks authenticity, then given the volume of correspondence that 
political officers are receiving, that email has allowed, that these large-
scale platforms have allowed to essentially spam political offices, 
authenticity has come to mean more.  

 
 So, it'd be volume and authenticity. In terms of broader metrics that 

politicians use to evaluate public opinion, we actually ask them this. We 
ask them to rank one to five how much they valued a public opinion 
signal based on five potential criterion. And most politicians agreed that 
if an opinion favours the common good or if the opinion is well-informed, 
that that was more important to them. They weren't terribly persuaded by 
how much passion people have for the issue. So, people can have very 
intense feelings about the fact that they should get the Commonwealth 
Seniors Health Card even though they own five properties, but that 
doesn't necessarily mean that it's an opinion signal that a politician is 
necessarily going to take on. Where we had more mixed data was around 
the quality of the arguments. So, politicians in general rated that as 
better than not, but nearly a third thought that was one of the least 
important criterion for them, which goes to the role of ideology in this. 
And then finally, the data on how many people hold the opinion was 
bimodal. So, for 20% that was the most important criterion, but at the 
other end of the scale nearly 50% felt that wasn't the most important 
thing. Now, I would say two things about this data. One is that that tracks 
with the type of person that would run for office and why they might 
choose to do that. Most people run for office because they're there to 
serve the public good. And so, whether or not an argument serves the 
public good or the common good is appealing. The second thing I would 
say is I'd be a little bit sceptical about this data, because of course, 
politicians are being asked this question in an abstract and idealised 
form. And perhaps if they are receiving 5,000 emails or even 200 emails 
about the local bus stop in their area, even though that's a state issue, 
and that perhaps it's not important for them to resolve or it's not an issue 
that actually has merit, they might move to act on it anyway because they 
know an election is coming. 

 
Dr Daniel Casey: And I think there's this interesting difference between the large end 

survey data that Marija has, and the interview qualitative data. Interesting 
swap in the sort of work that we normally do 

 
Dr Marija Taflaga: Yes, that’s right. 
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Dr Daniel Casey: ... and in many ways it does line up. I spoke to Mr. Howard, and three of 
his former chiefs of staff, former DLOs, former principal private 
secretaries, and the authenticity point that Marija makes is really 
important. His private office chose for some letters for Mr. Howard to see 
himself. It wasn't organised or systematised in the way that President 
Obama's was, but they were very keen to ensure that the PM saw letters 
that tugged at the heartstrings, for Mr. Howard to see the terrible events, 
and situations, and circumstances. And this is 20 years ago, but both Mr. 
Howard and his senior staff could remember individual letters. One of his 
senior staff reflected on a letter from a woman in prison. This person 
talked about how this woman must have had six children from seven 
men, and probably beaten by every single one of them, and going through 
the sort of experiences that Mr. Howard and his immediate circle of 
friends would never have. And so, they were the sort of letters that Mr. 
Howard saw, and the evidence indicates that those sort of things stuck 
with him. So, when you could put a personal touch, tug at the 
heartstrings. The fact that Mr. Howard remembered, I mean, Howard has 
an incredible memory, but him and his staff could remember individual 
letters, demonstrates the impact that those letters must have had on him 
and his staff in their thinking about policy development. And the large 
numbers don't make a difference. Graham Morris, Mr. Howard's first 
chief of staff, told me, "Millions of bloody letter writers are wasting their 
bloody time." 

 
Dr Marija Taflaga: That's a very Graham thing to say, though. 
 
Dr Daniel Casey: In fact, he'd said it before I could even start recording the interview, and 

he used more colourful language still and I asked him to repeat it with the 
recording on. So, that is actually toned down. 

 
Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA:  Yeah. So, just to continue that point, Daniel, in your research of those 

few years under the Howard government and the fact that 20 years on Mr. 
Howard and some of his senior staff still recall that, do you think that 
some of those letters actually did influence policy, that there were 
changes made as a result of what people had said? 

 
Dr Daniel Casey:  Absolutely. So, Mr. Howard and a couple of his staff gave the specific 

example of the family law reform and custody changes that were kicked 
off towards, I want to say about halfway through his government. They 
said that it was absolutely constituent contact, both through letters and 
other forms of constituent contact, that was one of the drivers there. 
Similarly, water reform, they remember some of the constituent contact 
around the impact of the drought as one of the drivers there. There's also 
evidence where the PM or someone in staff asked the department for 
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policy advice. A teenager wrote about improving driver education, from 
memory it was, and the PM&C provided a brief to the office in response to 
this letter from a teenager. There was also a great letter from a funeral 
director suggesting that funeral processions should be exempt from red 
light cameras so that the entire procession could go through together. 
And it was very much kids these days type letter because it went on to 
say how in the good old days when a funeral procession drove past, 
everyone in town would stop and doff their hats, and that doesn't happen 
anymore. But the notes inside the archives show that someone in Mr. 
Howard's office called the New South Wales Department of Premier and 
Cabinet to inquire about this. Now, nothing happened, but there is 
another instance where in some ways the policy agenda shifted even 
slightly because of a well-crafted letter that happened to get on 
someone's desk. There was another letter from an indigenous teenage 
girl providing details of her sexual abuse, and it happened to arrive at a 
time when Mr. Howard was considering relevant policy issues. And so, 
one of his senior advisors called her. So, this is a senior advisor in the 
PM's office ringing a 16 or 17-year-old girl in the remote NT to talk to her 
about her experiences, and understand what it was like for her. Now, 
these sort of cases, if you can tug at someone's heartstrings, now I can't 
quantitatively measure the outcome, but clearly getting into the PM or 
senior advisor's brain like that is going to have an impact in some way. 
Yeah. 

 
Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA:  I'm having a lot of flashbacks about what you're saying. I was a graduate 

in PM&C 45 years ago now, 1980. I still remember some of the letters that 
came in which I was preparing responses for then Prime Minister Fraser 
to respond. And indeed it reminds me that there was one constituent 
who was desperate to get letters from the Prime Minister, and in fact any 
organ of the Australian government, where there was a complete ban on 
that occurring. That was Prince Leonard of Hutt River, who of course, 
there was a government edict that he could not be acknowledged in any 
way as a sovereign state somewhere in Western Australia. Marija, back to 
you, the Polipov project that you are involved with, have you found on 
that more empirical basis whether or not public opinion does in fact 
shape public policy reform? 

 
Dr Marija Taflaga:  Yeah, of course it does. I mean, politicians, part of their job is to be 

responsive, and I think everyone understands that public opinion is going 
to shape policy agendas. So, I think what's more potentially useful is to 
think about, well, how does that happen? And I think what Daniel was 
saying effectively alludes to that, and it's in two ways. One is agenda 
setting, so putting things onto the agenda, because politicians are often, 
well, they're actually interest aggregators. And the best politicians are 
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usually not the ones that can think on a blank page, but actually arbitrate 
across interests, and work out which of these competing interests is got 
the right set of parameters, or how can I blend different ideas to sort of 
create a policy outcome that's good for the whole nation or good for a 
whole constituency of people? And so, letter writers or people who write 
in can place items on the agenda that might not otherwise be there in the 
first place, and it goes to the points and the examples that Daniel raised. 
Letters are private and they're intimate, and it's perhaps one of the only 
ways that a politician is ever going to hear those kinds of life experiences, 
particularly now as politicians are rather closed off from the public and 
it's increasingly difficult for them to have those kinds of authentic 
interactions that if you cast your mind back to the Hawk government, or 
his campaign in 1983 where people, he was mobbed by people who just 
wanted to touch him. That's never happening now. And no doubt, 
politicians in the past would've had the opportunity to, I suppose, have 
those more intimate conversations that they're just never going to have 
now because of the way everything is scripted and controlled. And the 
other end of it will be in the framing, the framing of how a potential 
solution to a policies is crafted. Because there's many different ways that 
a solution can be a packaged up for public consumption. And letter 
writers or public opinion focus groups, these kinds of aggregate data very 
much shape how governments choose to explain what it is they're trying 
to achieve in a way that they hope voters can actually hear. 

 
Dr Daniel Casey: And certainly the research in America shows that presidents using 

phrases and concepts from the letters in a way to demonstrate a 
connection. So, in fireside chats, in radio interviews, Mr. Howard also 
would say, "I received a letter from a pensioner about blah," or using the 
exact phrase that Mr. Howard talked about the importance of tracking 
how the GST in particular was being received. Was he successful in 
shifting the narrative around the GST, he used the incoming letters as a 
way of measuring that. 

 
Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA:  So, fast-forward in terms of today's modern technology, the period you 

looked at is quite a long time ago. People probably rarely write letters 
these days, but emails and other messages, comments on Facebook 
posts, whatever it might happen to be, might be the way that people try to 
get a point across. Perhaps not an individual point, but a point that they 
want to share. Have you had a look at that issue as to what the rise in 
technology might mean to this way that traditionally has been a way of 
influencing public policy? 
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Dr Daniel Casey: This is an interesting one. So, the period I covered pretty much excludes 
even email to the PM. Mr. Howard first publicised an email address, I 
think was September or October 2nd, 2000. Now, when I say letters, I 
mean letters and emails, because they're the ones that public servants 
like me or like us, track, engage with, respond to. At the moment, PM&C 
and other departments aren't tracking the @AlboMP, "I think you are 
blah," or, "I think you are great," or whatever. I'm sure the party does, but 
at the moment that's not a public service role. And I think one of the core 
differences between social media and letters broadly, whether it be a 
fountain pen written, fax, telegram, or email, social media is a monologic 
shout into the ether, while a letter, however written, is a dialogue. There 
is still a clear expectation in the texts of these letters and emails that you 
will engage. It's private, it's personal, whether it be during the Menzies 
era, or the Howard era, or the Morrison era when I was most recently in 
the APS, the letter writers will talk about it being private and confidential, 
for your eyes only. They will talk about deeply personal touching things 
that they probably wouldn't talk about on Facebook. So for example, 
during the debate around the Kevin Andrews bill on euthanasia, someone 
wrote to the Prime Minister, this one is one of the ones that still almost 
brings a tear to my eye, talking about how he held his daughter as she 
slowly, painfully and agonisingly died, and wishes that no one else would 
go through anything like that. Now, hopefully the emotion is in my voice, I 
know that Andrew can see it in my face. That is a different form of 
communication to what we see on Twitter. And so, I think it will always 
form a role. While there has been a bit of a drop-off in letters slash emails 
to the Prime Minister, it's not falling off a cliff. And in fact, in the U.S. the 
number of emails to the president and Congressman are going up. So, 
it'll always play a part, but it's going to be harder for the offices, the 
private office and the public servants to split out the spam, the junk stuff, 
to find the ones that matter to the politicians. 

 
Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA:  And we might actually draw it to a close on that note. But look, thank you 

both Daniel and Marija, for really shining a light on something that I know 
for many of our listeners, particularly those who might be employed 
across public services in Australia, may well have been involved in 
writing responses or helping prepare responses. But more broadly, this 
aspect of how our democracy operates and how individuals can 
communicate within the research that you've done, Daniel, the highest 
office in the land. So, I think that this research will add greatly to our 
understanding of the Australian public sector, the Australian public 
policy system, and I thank you both for your contribution to this podcast, 
but your work more generally. 

 
Dr Daniel Casey:  Thank you. 
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Dr Marija Taflaga: Thank you. 
 
Andrew Metcalfe AO FIPAA:  Listeners, please make sure to tune into past episodes with Spotify, 

Apple Podcasts, or wherever you get your podcasts from. And when 
you're there, don't forget to leave us a review. It helps us to get the word 
out about this podcast. If you'd like to stay up to date on the latest, you 
can follow contentgroup and IPAA ACT on LinkedIn. Work with Purpose is 
produced in collaboration between contentgroup and the Institute of 
Public Administration Australia, ACT. This is Andrew Metcalfe saying 
thanks for listening, and looking forward to talking with you again soon. 

  
Voiceover:  Work with Purpose is a production of contentgroup, in partnership with 

the Institute of Public Administration Australia, and with the support of 
the Australian Public Service Commission. 

 
 


