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Executive Summary  
 
A common refrain in life is that ‘timing is everything’. This is certainly the truth in the sphere of politics and
government relations. Good and poor timing can sometimes be the difference in a critical policy decision
being made. Whilst modern-day politics is often defined by instability and unpredictability, there are still key
points and timings during a government’s term around which you can frame your overall government
relations strategy with a considerable degree of certainty. It’s useful to conceptualise the existence of
governments in terms of a political lifecycle when planning your strategy. This White Paper explores the
lifecycle of different governments and the events which define them, and offers practical advice on how to
be involved at every stage. 
 
In short, how can I be involved in every stage of the political lifecycle? 
 

Elections and timings 
 
It is not unsurprising to know that the most important event in the lifecycle of any government is an election.
This is because the government’s very existence will depend on the outcome of an election and how many
votes they receive, and where from. The frequency of elections varies according to each state and territory,
however, they will typically occur once every three to four years. An important distinction to note is that some
governments will operate on fixed terms, meaning that the date of the forthcoming election is already set.  
 
For instance, the date of the next election in NSW is Saturday 23 March 2019 as there are fixed four-year
terms in the state. At a Federal Government level, elections are not fixed meaning that the incumbent
government has a distinct advantage in being able to call an election when their levels of political capital with
voters are higher. Depending on which government is most relevant to you, it is well worth putting together a
calendar of known election dates around which you can base your government relations strategy.  
 
Even if you are dealing with a government that doesn’t have a fixed election date, you can have at least a
general idea of when an election will be held. For instance, there are a few dates throughout the year in
which governments will mostly steer clear of when it comes to holding an election. 
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Always keep an up-to-date calendar of elections handy across all relevant jurisdictions (including by-
elections where relevant) and plan key activities around when elections will be held.  
 
Election outcomes (and the subsequent government which is formed) are largely determined by voting
patterns in marginal seats. The Mackerras Pendulum is a useful illustration of the state of play in any
given parliament. Print one of these out to keep alongside your election calendar as a handy resource.  
 
Remember that Budget commitments are decided well before the actual date of the Budget  – a
carefully crafted pre-budget submission can be helpful not only to Treasury but also in highlighting the
kind of contribution your business makes to the community. 
 
Be aware of what’s going on in the Parliament. Watch question time in parliament, read Hansard and
subscribe to individual MP’s email newsletters. The progression from one parliamentary term to the next
will hardly ever be linear – a government’s term (especially governments with large majorities) will often
be punctuated by by-elections and other unforeseeable events.  



Football grand finals, school holiday weeks and any
other public holiday long weekends are extremely
unlikely to coincide with elections. It is worth making a
note of this in your elections calendar. It may also
occasionally happen that a government may call a
‘snap’ election, which involves cutting short their
current term with the hope of extending their time in
office by contesting an election successfully. This
happened recently at the Federal Government level,
with the calling of a double dissolution election in
2016.      
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Caretaker mode 
 
It is also important to remember that a government’s actions will be significantly influenced by what stage of
the election cycle they are currently in. For instance, if an election is due to be held imminently, a
government will enter what is known as caretaker mode. Caretaker mode occurs when the House of
Representatives or half the Senate is dissolved and lasts until the result of the next election is known. The
purpose of caretaker mode is to ensure that governments do not make significant decisions as they
technically do not have a parliamentary majority on which to govern. Caretaker mode also ensures that the
incoming government will not be constrained by any major policy decisions made by the former government.
Once the Parliament has sat for the last time in a term, caretaker mode will usually follow shortly afterwards.
The caretaker conventions of each government will be easily accessible online with the relevant dates
published well in advance. Remember that the various dates of caretaker mode will differ slightly depending
on the jurisdiction. 
 
What should I do during caretaker mode?   
 
Once a government enters caretaker mode, there is no point in seeking meetings with Ministers as they will
no longer possess the ability to make substantial decisions. During caretake mode, Ministers will return to
their electorates and focus their energy on campaigning within their local constituents rather than any
Ministerial duties. Sharpening your organisation’s election priorities should be a key focus point during this
period. Put together an ‘election priorities’ document which outlines your organisation’s key policy objectives
for the incoming government to pursue. Once you have written this document, send a copy to each MP’s
office so that they are already briefed on what your organisation’s main goals are and so you aren’t starting
from scratch once a new government is elected.  
 
Don’t forget about Opposition MPs – there is always a possibility that MPs from the Opposition will play a role
in the next government (or be the next government for that matter). Pay careful attention to major media
publications and political party websites during this period – election commitments will come through thick
and fast especially as the campaign draws closer. Many ministerial websites will allow you to subscribe to
media releases at no cost so take advantage of this (make sure your junk inbox filter is turned off for these
emails). Sometime, the major parties will also release a 100-day document plan in the lead-up to an election
which clearly outlines a party’s implementation of their key election policies. This will give you and your
organisation an organisational blueprint to work your GR strategy once an election has concluded. 
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Election campaigning 
 
During election periods, political commentators will always devote a significant amount of time and attention
towards ‘marginal’ seats. A marginal seat is one which can easily change hands between the government and
the opposition (sometimes a marginal seat will also involve minor parties). A ‘safe’ seat is one which very
rarely changes hands from the incumbent member at elections. Safe seats usually do not receive significant
party resources unless there is a by-election being held. To find out which seats are safe and which seats are
marginal, take a look at the Mackerras pendulum (or if you’re an Advoc8 subscriber, you can view and search
the seat margin of each lower house MP). The Mackerras pendulum is a useful illustration of the ‘state-of-
play’ at a forthcoming election i.e. who holds what seats, how many, by what margin and how many seats
would need to ‘change colour’ in order for the government to fall.  
 
Governments will often devote a larger share of resources towards marginal seats in the hope that they will
retain them at the subsequent election and also retain government. Governments will often be accused of
‘pork-barrelling’ when they over-allocate resources to marginal electorates at the expense of safe ones.
Marginal seats will change hands when there a swing towards an opposing party – that is, the extent to which
constituents change their vote from one candidate to another from the previous election. A party which
secures a swing towards it may not necessarily go on to form government after an election. If the swing is
only confined to safe seats, there may be an insufficient number of seats which change hands for the
incumbent government to fall.  
     Government and opposition parties’ laser-like focus on

marginal seats presents an opportunity for astute GR
practitioners. Depending on the amount of resources
you have at your disposal, pick a handful of marginal
seats and concentrate your efforts on securing a
certain electoral outcome (i.e. electing one candidate
over the other). If there is an MP who you know is a
champion for your organisation’s goals and policies,
you should devote time, energy and money (if you
have it) towards ensuring that MP is re-elected so that
they can continue to prosecute your organisation’s
case in the next government or opposition. Get in
touch with your MP, their office and their staffers to
see if you can organise an event for which that MP
may be available to attend within their electorate.
Invite media representatives from local publications,
issue a press release and post relevant photos to
social media. Don’t forget your organisation’s key
election policy document! Replicate this strategy
across multiple marginal seats, ideally in both
metropolitan and regional areas. 
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How do elections influence policy outcomes? 
 
It used to be standard wisdom that governments would normally be given more than one term in office by
voters to implement their legislative agenda. This trend however is beginning to change as the political
lifecycle of governments become shorter and more unpredictable in their nature. One-term governments
have occurred recently in both Queensland and Victoria. The propensity of voters to change from party to
another after a single term in office is an indicator of the increased volatility which is a hallmark of modern
politics.  
 
Governments which have been in office for a long period of time (four or more terms) may also suffer from
voter fatigue at the ballot box. This phenomenon recently occurred recently in both South Australia (2002)
and Western Australia (2006) were long-standing governments were both defeated by the Opposition.  
During a parliamentary term, there will also usually be several by-elections which can occur for a wide-
ranging number of reasons whether it be the unexpected resignation or retirement of a sitting member.
Governments rarely ever succeed in by-elections and seats even with very large margins can come into play.
This is because by-elections do not decide the make-up of governments so voters are able to give the
government a kick without actually voting them out. Sitting MPs who depart politics for self-indulgent reasons
will often result in large swings against incumbent governments during subsequent by-elections. Recent
examples of by-elections include the Wagga Wagga by-election in NSW where swings of almost 30 per cent
against the Liberal candidate were recorded.  
 
Governments will normally make significant announcements in an electorate where a candidate is contesting
a by-election in order to sway voters – a new hospital, school, park, road, bridge, etc. This is particularly the
case when the seat is already marginal. Even if the seat is safe though, governments will often devote
significant resources to electorates where a by-election is to be held which would not otherwise be the case
at a general election. The recent Federal by-election in the north-eastern Tasmanian electorate of Braddon
saw both major parties outline several key commitments to that electorate in an attempt to win the already
marginal seat. 
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KEY DEFINITIONS 
  

‘Caretaker mode’ – Period leading up to an election when the incumbent government cannot make significant decisions 
 

‘Electoral distribution ’ –  An alteration of electoral boundaries following changes in population 
 

‘Honeymoon period’ – Period immediately following an election when the government typically has high levels of public
support   

 
‘Bellweather seat’ – A seat which is often won by the party that goes on to form government 

 
‘Pork-barrelling’ – governments who over-allocate resources to marginal seats at the expense of safe ones 

 
‘Mackerras pendulum’ –  ordering of seats from marginal to safe first devised by Australian psephologist Malcolm

Mackerras 
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State and Federal Government Budgets  
 
All Federal, State and Territory governments will hand down Budgets throughout their parliamentary terms.
Budgets will be handed down once every financial year and will outline, among other things, the fiscal
position of the relevant state and territory and the government proposed spending for that financial year. For
the Federal Government, the Budget is almost always handed down on the second Tuesday of May. State
and Territory governments will normally hand down Budgets at some point between May and June.
Occasionally though, state and territory governments may be delivered later than this as was the case with
the South Australian Government, which delivered its 2018-19 Budget in September after an election was
held in March 2018.  
 
Pre-Budget Submissions 
 
In the months leading up to each Budget, State and Territory Governments will give external stakeholders the
opportunity to write submissions outlining their various policy priorities and funding requests for different
projects. At a Federal Government level, pre-Budget submissions from individuals, businesses, peak bodies,
industry associations and other lobby groups are all due normally around December or January. Crafting an
informative and comprehensive pre-Budget submission outlining funding proposals and the subsequent
benefits for the forthcoming Budget can be a useful method of engaging with Government. At a Federal level,
pre-Budget submissions are normally due to Treasury around December of January prior to the Budget being
handed down in May. Requests from organisations received in the immediate lead-up to the Budget (i.e. a
month or so beforehand) will not be considered.  
 
Your pre-Budget submission should be detailed, well-structured, and easy to read. As is the case with any
submission, you should always include a summary of your organisation’s priorities at the outset of your pre-
budget submission. Treasury will receive hundreds of submissions from interested stakeholders so it is
important that your pre-budget submission isn’t overly long or complex. If there are previous instances where
your organisation has received government funding for a specific project which was successful, it is
worthwhile referring to them in your pre-budget submission.  
 
The final document should ultimately become a key lobbying document for your organisation so make sure
that you highlight positive contributions that your organisation or sector makes to the community or economy.
Whilst pre-budget submissions are directed in the first instance to the Australian Treasury, it can also be
useful to send copies of your pre-budget submission to key Ministers, Shadows and backbench MPs.  
 
Some organisations will also issue a media release regarding their Pre-Budget submission and provide
journalists with an advance copy. The Treasury will publish all pre-budget submissions received on their
website so you can read what other stakeholders have requested. 
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