
T
here is no question that in the 

past decade talk radio has become 

the medium of choice for Australian 

politicians. Talk radio is now ‘the 

preferred organ for national and state 

leaders to sell policies and ideas, to get voter 

feedback and to attempt damage control on 

emerging scandals’, according to Melbourne 

ABC Radio 774 presenter Jon Faine.1 This 

view implies, however, that the flow of 

communication is mainly ‘top-down’; that 

is, from politicians to the public. Of course 

there is a great deal more content on talk 

radio programs than politicians selling their 

policies and attempting damage control. 

As Graeme Turner says, drawing on John 

Tebbutt’s research, the medium of talk radio 

has provided listeners with a significant 

break from hearing the voices of ‘experts’ 

and ‘notable people’, and has given voice to 

women and other marginalized groups.2 This 

is just as well since, as Thomas Kane points 

out, ‘for civil society3 to function as a mediat-

ing force … the articulation of interests from 

below as well as above’4 are needed.

A look at talk

Now for some definitions. ‘Talk radio’ is 

an umbrella term used by Faine himself, 

who says, ‘Most talk radio in this country 

is talkback radio.’5 While talkback certainly 

involves listeners phoning in and speaking 

to the presenter on air, unless the majority 

of the program’s content involves this 

(which is the case with many programs on 

commercial stations, for example, Sydney’s 

2UE), talkback is not really an accurate de-

scription. Faine’s program involves half an 

hour of talkback6 in a three-and-a-half hour 

program, which also comprises interviews, 

regular guest slots, news, weather, traffic 

alerts and a little music. While ABC staffer 

Liz Gray calls this format ‘talk forum’,7 for 

the purposes of my paper, I will use Faine’s 

term ‘talk radio’ to refer to his program 

and to any others that involve talkback, 

irrespective of its proportion.

Until recently, the majority of studies into 

talk radio have been American. There is 

some Australian research, including Graeme 

Turner’s excellent study of the ‘Cash for 

Comment’ scandal involving infamous 

Sydney talk radio hosts John Laws and 

Alan Jones, an incident that served as a 

prime example of how ‘political participa-

tion [is] restricted by those who had access 

to influencing media content’.8 Another 

important Australian study, by Ian Ward, 

charts the rise of talk radio, and its increas-

ing use by politicians, John Howard in 

particular.9 Both Turner and Ward conclude 

their discussions by calling for more such 

studies, Turner even suggesting that with 

Australian talk radio there are opportuni-

ties to ‘contest, reconstruct and redefine 

existing terms and relations of power in the 

media through direct critical engagement’.10 

I seek to situate my own interest in talk 

radio within this narrow chink of opportunity 

– with my qualitative analysis of the content 

of Faine’s popular ‘Morning Program’.

Faine, a former lawyer, is a well-known and 

long-time presenter of this program which 

considers current events, and includes 

related interviews and discussions with an 

enormous range of both one-off guests (in 

the ‘Conversation Hour’), and those termed 

the ‘Mornings Regulars’, some of whom 

listeners can interact with via talkback.11 

This latter group includes people such 

as Debi Enker, who talks about current 

television programs, vet Damien McShane, 

film critic Deb Verhoeven, sports presenter 
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above left: Controversial broadcaster 
John Laws (Photo by Gaye Gerard/Getty 
Images).



‘There is massive 
variation from 

commercial radio 
to the ABC, from 
city to city and 

even within stations 
from different 

presenters. As with 
the USA, Australia 
has redneck shock 

jocks – and wannabe 
jocks who are just 

shocking.’ 

Jon Faine 
[pictured left]

Metro Magazine 155 • 113 



114 • Metro Magazine 155

[ MEDIA ]

Gerard Whateley, and lawyer David Whiting 

who responds to listeners’ legal queries. 

The final hour of the program is known 

as the ‘Conversation Hour’, a segment 

usually without talkback in which Faine 

has a different co-host each day. Recent 

examples of such hosts include Waleed 

Aly, Melbourne academic, author and 

Muslim spokesperson; veteran broadcaster 

Terry Lane; Melbourne journalist Jill Singer; 

and science broadcaster Gael Jennings. 

Guests in the ‘Conversation Hour’ usually 

include people from Australia or overseas 

who have achieved something worthwhile. 

Some recent examples are Mariuma Klein, 

who has set up a philanthropic organiza-

tion to help homeless youngsters in the 

Middle East, and Elaine Henry, CEO of The 

Smith Family.

Between the ‘Morning Regulars’ and the 

‘Conversation Hour’, there is the ‘Open 

Line’, when listeners can respond to issues 

raised earlier in the show, or to comment 

on current events more generally. Callers 

often raise issues of interest in their local 

community. There is no doubt that many 

of the topics on all Radio 774 programs 

are tendentiously Victorian, or even 

Melburnian, although on the ‘Morning 

Program’ nationwide topics such as the 

Budget or ‘evergreen’ issues such as 

euthanasia or abortion are not generally 

neglected in favour of local issues. But in 

any case, following Kane’s argument that 

the public sphere requires the articulation 

of interests from a variety of sources, we 

can use Geoffrey Craig’s conceptualization 

of public life to further develop this notion. 

Craig points out that a democratic public 

sphere needs to ‘foreground the multiplic-

ity of public domains and the porousness 

between those domains … [including the] 

‘private’ realm traditionally dissociated 

from the public sphere’.12 

Craig’s view of the multiplicity of domains 

seems to be borne out by the topics 

raised – either by the host or by callers – for 

discussion. Moreover, many of these 

topics are raised from the caller’s personal 

perspective. For example, on day four of 

my ‘constructed week’ listening to Faine’s 

‘Morning Program’, a caller complaining 

about the quality of nursing in nursing 

homes (see Table 1 below) spoke from the 

position of a person observing the care of 

an elderly relative – something that could 

be considered to be from the ‘private’ 

realm. However, once this issue is aired in 

public, many more people started to scruti-

nize the issue, asking, perhaps, whether the 

problem exists only in that specific nursing 

table 1: Topics raised and/or discussed by callers during a ‘constructed week’ of programs 11 July – 5 August 2005.

Day Victorian Australian International 

Day 1 1.	R oundabouts unsafe because of the camber of the 
road.

1.	 Plight of refugees in Baxter detention centre.
2.	 Dissatisfaction with private health fund.
3.	C omplaint about low standard of Big Brother
4.	L egalization of euthanasia for terminally ill.

Day 2 1.	U se of mobile phones while driving; state govt has 
done nothing. And speed limits are too high.

2.	C omplaint about 40 Hour Famine taking donations only 
by credit card (three separate complaints).

3.	 Driving speed limits defended (in reply to no. 1).
4.	 Channel 9 showed footage of train crash in 

Pakistan in which hundreds were killed, as last 
item just before sports – shows lack of respect for 
poorer nations.

1.	R elease of notorious child sex offender. What 
are the limits to accuracy in prediction of 
human behaviour?

2.	C omplaint about bank charges.
3.	 Minister Kevin Andrews is a hypocrite.

1.	 What makes someone become a 
suicide bomber (following arrests 
in UK).

Same as no. 4 in Victorian column: 
2.	C hannel 9 showed footage of 

train crash in Pakistan in which 
100s were killed, as last item just 
before sports – shows lack of 
respect for poorer nations.

Day 3 1.	N ew Victorian schools curriculum.
2.	S tand-downs of motor industry workers due to finan-

cial problems in component factory.
3.	 Media ‘feeding frenzy’ centred on Steve Vizard involves 

issues of privacy.
4.	 Praise of a suburban childcare centre.
5.	 Film The Art of Killing a Cat should not be shown at 

film festival.

1.	N ew laws to be introduced requiring Police 
checks on every person working with chil-
dren.

2.	 Federal govt. shouldn’t sell off Telstra: we 
need a referendum. 

2.	C ar industry and govt. policy.

1.	I nformation about ICE campaign 
in UK – In Case of Emergency; 
number put into mobile phone 
under name of ICE.

2.	C onditions for most people 
in Cambodia appalling (from 
recently returned tourist) but 
orphanages good despite getting 
only charity money from overseas 
citizens, not governments.

Day 4 1.	 Commonwealth Games cost blowout.
2.	 Guidelines for development on the coast. C’wealth 

government wants to control development.
3.	 Quality of care in nursing homes (two callers).
4.	L ength of the Victorian football season.
5.	T oo much coastal development in Victoria.

Same as nos.1 & 2 in Victorian column:
1.	C ommonwealth Games cost blowout.
2.	 Guidelines for development on the coast. 

C’wealth government wants to control devel-
opment.

3.	I mmigration of Muslims.

1.	T errorism in Egyptian resort: how 
much sacrifice of freedom do we 
want in order to deal with terror-
ism?

2.	T he curtailment of civil liberties 
(in wake of London bombings).

Day 5 1.	 Maria Korp murder case. 
2. 	Police crisis-handling tactics. Interview with CAT team 

manager.
3.	 Mobile phone battery can cause a spark if it is exposed 

beside a petrol pump.
4.	C risis handling tactics – CAT teams. 

1.	 Do our counter-terrorism laws need 
strengthening. 

2.	C urtailment of free speech under threat.
3.	I s Mr Ruddock deliberately delaying new 

anti-vilification laws to appease conservative 
religious.

1.	A bu Bakir stands by his free 
speech rights to teach jihad 
(interview with Mr Ruddock).

note: Topics in bold are those that appear in more than one column.
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home or more widely; or asking what the 

benchmarks for care are in such cases.

Many issues once deemed apolitical 

or trivial, because personal, are now 

regularly aired in a diversity of voices and 

ways of speaking. This view is echoed 

by Turner’s suggestion regarding ‘direct 

critical engagement’. And the link between 

listening to talk radio and increased 

political participation, at least in terms 

of awareness of issues (surely a crucial 

form of the ‘critical engagement’ of which 

Turner speaks), has been at least partially 

demonstrated in several studies, such as 

those by David Barker (1998 and 2002); C. 

Richard Hofstetter and Christopher Gianos 

(1997); Hofstetter (1998); and Benjamin 

Page and Jason Tannenbaum (1996).13 

But the link between talk radio listening 

and political mobilization is problematic 

because ‘increased awareness of issues’ 

does not tell us about the quality of ensu-

ing public discussions. Indeed, it does not 

preclude outright misinformation obtained 

as a result of listening to talk radio, as 

demonstrated by research into levels of 

misinformation in public affairs knowledge 

possessed by listeners to talk radio, 

revealed in studies by Barker (2002), Ben-

nett (2001) and Hofstetter (1999). This is 

because talk radio is a very loose descrip-

tion, which, as Faine himself argues: 

… covers a multitude of differing ap-
proaches. There is massive variation from 
commercial radio to the ABC, from city to 
city and even within stations from different 
presenters. As with the USA, Australia has 
redneck shock jocks – and wannabe jocks 
who are just shocking.14 

Who is listening? Defining the 
audience

A study of listeners to both moderate and 

conservative talk radio programs found 

that although political talk radio ‘has been 

associated with increased … awareness of 

issues’,15 this effect is not universal: listen-

ers to conservative talk radio were found 

to be more misinformed (than were other 

programs’ listeners who were studied) 

about ideologically charged matters and 

about political facts.16 This same study 

also found that: 

Somewhat surprisingly, the more one lis-
tens to moderate talk, the less misinformed 
one tends to be regarding these matters … 

[although] these findings do not mean that 
moderate talk radio programming necessar-
ily does a better job than conservative talk 
programming at providing listeners with ac-
curate information. Those inclined to listen 
to moderate programming may be more 
fair-minded than conservative talk listeners, 
something that the shows themselves 
cannot control (emphasis added).17

Unsurprisingly, Faine himself makes 

several special claims about talk radio 

programs with political content (of which 

he says there are fewer than thirty in 

Australia): that ‘talk radio deals with 

opinion, often robustly contested, and 

events’; that it is ‘now centre stage in 

the “contest of events”’; and, moreover, 

that it ‘provides a unique litmus test of 

public opinion’.18 Research suggests this 

last point to be somewhat contestable or 

at least problematic, given the data on 

demographic groups which has shown 

that political talk radio activity was linked 

statistically to higher than average levels of 

education and income.19 

While it could be argued, because of this, 

that Faine’s listeners comprise a prede-

termined audience, they still constitute a 

public among the many publics that exist; 

and such a public can be conceptualized – 

because of the moderate political content 

and the deliberative nature of the program 

– more as a political or civic identity, 

distinguishable from ‘the commercial forces 

that inform an audience … [and emphasize] 

interactivity, as in debates about issues and 

activities such as voting.’20 This particular 

public is constituted by the ‘Morning 

Program’, and by the very act of coming 

together to access and consume that 

particular media content, a process that 

will facilitate ‘the organisation of consent, 

as well as expressions of difference. Public 

formation involves a dialogical process, 

where the … public appraise the represen-

tations of public opinion offered to them.’21

Indeed, in examining what can be thought 

of as Faine’s public, it is salient to draw 

upon the view that some forms of media 

production, especially those involving 

dialogic processes, have the potential 

to stimulate processes of democratic 

deliberation.22 The extent to which this 

view is valid is of course determined by the 

range of contending viewpoints that are 

able to access the media. But democracy 

also requires, as Christopher Lasch has 

noted, ‘a vigorous exchange of ideas and 

opinions. Ideas, like property, need to 

be distributed as widely as possible.’23 

In the week in which I listened to and 

noted Faine’s content, as can be seen in 

Table 1 (see opposite page), I recorded 

a distribution of ideas for discussion that 

stretched from complaints about the World 

Vision 40 Hour Famine fundraising drive 

only accepting donations by credit card, 

through to detention centres, euthanasia 

and the legislation surrounding this issue. 

See Table 1.

A week on Jon Faine’s 
‘Morning Program’

On my first day of recorded listening, 

Monday 11 July 2005, the caller who rang to 

discuss what he perceived as roundabouts 

being unsafe because of the camber of the 

road, was told by Faine: ‘I can’t share your 

enthusiasm [for this topic].’ The originator of 

this topic, in common with all callers, was 

thanked politely as his airtime was termi-

nated. So Faine, despite his disingenuous 

comment that he is ‘just a filter’, does not 

allow all topics to proceed to a true dialogic 

state. There are, in effect, two levels of 

gatekeeping for the callers. First they must 

give an outline of what they want to talk 

about to the producers;24 but even if they 

are put in the queue to talk to Faine, this 

does not guarantee that Faine will want to 

pursue the topics. Nevertheless, during my 

period of recording, most ideas did achieve 

at least a minute or two on the airwaves.

It may be worthwhile to unpack the other 

topics on that day, which did proceed to 

some sort of dialogue. First, Lou rang to 

say that she had just visited the Baxter 

Detention Centre, and seen people in the 

‘housing solution’ which is the placement 

of people outside the centre in what I as-

sume is ordinary housing. Lou felt this was 

not much different to the centre, as the 

people were still living under guard, and 

one woman had had to move back into 

the centre because one of her children had 

been frightened by the guards. Faine asked 

Lou if she’d noticed much actual change 

since the changes to detention laws that 

had recently been instituted following the 

Cornelia Rau case. Lou said she believed 

there were only ‘subtle’ changes.25

A woman rang to tell how, after many years 

with a private health fund, she had recently 

reduced her health cover down to a more 

basic level, and so the health fund was 

treating her like a new member by making 



116 • Metro Magazine 155

[ MEDIA ]

her wait for benefits. Faine asked her if she 

had considered approaching the health 

care Ombudsman. She said she hadn’t, 

but that she might indeed do that now. 

Thus, a topic that began as a complaint 

from the ‘private’ sphere, perhaps, ended 

– if the woman did indeed contact the 

suggested Ombudsman – in an attempt 

to call to account the practices of a large 

commercial organization. 

A guest on Faine’s program that day was 

Dermot O’Brien, news director of Channel 

Ten. During the ‘Open Line’ segment, a 

woman rang in to complain about Big 
Brother. The woman engaged in a lively 

debate with O’Brien, saying that the explic-

it sex, nudity and constant talk of genitalia 

among the Big Brother cast was an indict-

ment of Australia. She asked, ‘What are we 

offering to the rest of the world, especially 

to Muslim countries?’ O’Brien’s glib reply 

was: ‘If it wasn’t popular, it wouldn’t be 

there.’ But the woman had the last word: 

‘Yes, it’s popular with kids who are too 

young to have any powers of judgement.’ 

Talk topics beyond words

But the most deeply moving topic was 

raised by a caller named Steve Guest, 

and this call was to have a dialogic effect 

that spread out in ripples across public life 

in Melbourne for weeks to come. At the 

start of his call, Steve Guest immediately 

situated his topic within a current delibera-

tive issue – the legalization of euthanasia. 

Guest then explained that he had been 

diagnosed with cancer of the oesophagus 

ten months earlier, a condition which was 

inoperable and now beyond all treatment. 

He could not swallow and had a feeding 

tube in his stomach. Guest said:

I want my life to end. That’s all I ask. And  
those bastards who call themselves 
Christians won’t let me have that death, 
Jon. That’s all I want now. I want a pill in the 
cupboard that I can reach for and take … 
and end this nightmare I’m living at  
the moment.

Faine was clearly taken aback and ex-

pressed his sympathy while allowing Guest 

all the time he needed to tell his story and 

plead for the right to end his own life. The 

call lasted ten minutes, an unprecedented 

amount of time for a talkback caller. 

On 18 July, a week after Guest’s initial call, 

he was invited by Faine to the studio to 

discuss the issue on air; and so, in addition 

to the five days of the ‘constructed week’, 

I also recorded this day’s program. Faine 

and Guest were joined in the studio by Ni-

cholas Tonti-Fillipini, a Catholic bioethicist 

who is known to oppose euthanasia. Faine 

had contacted federal government minister 

Kevin Andrews26 and anti-euthanasia activ-

ists, but none had agreed to participate in 

a broadcast discussion. During the second 

half of the hour, listeners called in to join 

the discussion. First Faine read several 

text messages from listeners, expressing 

their support for Guest’s position and their 

sympathy and admiration for him. The 

talkback segment began, and comprised 

ten callers to whom Guest responded. 

First, a woman recounted the death of her 

husband from prostate cancer. She had 

asked the surgeon, who was a friend, to 

‘do something’ to relieve her husband’s 

suffering. The surgeon admitted him to a 

private hospital room where he died two 

days later, ‘on a drip’, presumably assisted 

by the surgeon. The next caller vehemently 

denounced Kevin Andrews for interfering in 

the rights and morals of others. A woman 

called to talk about various deaths in her 

family and asserted her and her family’s 

right to choose the means and times of 

their own deaths if terminally ill. Guest 

responded by emphasizing ‘quality of life’: 

he recalled his ability to do various things 

only two years before and contrasted this 

with his current feeble abilities.

Three more people called to talk about 

family members who had died long and 

agonizing deaths because there was 

nothing anyone could do. Another caller 

spoke about the death of her husband who 

‘wasted away’ over four months when she 

was twenty and pregnant, and unable to 

find the help they both needed in order to 

end his life. Guest expressed sympathy, 

and she then told him she now had a 

‘secret stash’ of drugs in case anyone else 

needs help. Finally, a woman told how she 

and her sisters helped their mother to die. 

They had researched it together with her 

mother and father, and prepared for it for 

a year, obtaining the necessary drugs. She 

described her mother’s ability to decide 

to end her life when she chose as ‘a gift’. 

When the calls had finished, Faine read 

aloud an SMS message asking why he had 

not allowed anyone to express alternative 

views on euthanasia; he said that was 

simply because no one had actually called 

in to express any. The session finished with 

Faine farewelling Guest on air. 

Eight days later Faine announced that 

Steve Guest’s brother John had called 

him to let him know that Steve had died 

overnight, just one week after his studio 

appearance. Faine conveyed sympathy, 

and told John Guest that he had spoken 

the previous evening to Steve, who had 

expressed the hope that he had ‘made 

a difference’ to the euthanasia debate. 

John Guest said he believed his brother’s 

appearance on Faine’s program had given 

him a boost that helped him last a few 

more days than expected. 

A series of articles and letters on the issue 

of euthanasia had already begun appearing 

in a range of newspapers, starting with a 

feature story by journalist Kate Legge (who 

interviewed Guest for the article) in the na-

tional broadsheet newspaper The Australian 

under the title ‘Demanding the Right to Die’. 

These continued beyond Guest’s death 

on 26 July. Members of the public clearly 

wished to continue the debate, to widen 

this space that was first carved out by a 

man phoning a radio station to talk about 

his illness and his life, and to express his 

feelings about the legislation that prevented 

him from ending his own life when termi-

nally ill. As Legge stated in her article:

[Euthanasia is] a debate that will increas-
ingly absorb ageing baby boomers as 
they nurse ailing and possibly bewildered 
parents to the grave. Our generation 
supports the right to abortion and we are 
less likely than our elders to be conflicted 
by religious affiliation when it comes to 
assisted suicide.27

I contend that the processes set in train by 

Steve Guest’s initial phone call would have 

caused media consumers (of the radio 

broadcasts or the newspaper articles) 

on both sides of the euthanasia debate 

to reflect seriously on their beliefs. Some 

might even change their preferences 

or judgements on this topic as a result 

of the process, while others might be 

strengthened in their beliefs. Whether 

or not we do change our minds is not 

the point. It is the deliberative process 

that is important, a crucial component in 

democratic deepening.28

In this article, I have given a brief example 

of the deliberative processes I have 

observed taking place as a result of phone 

calls to Faine’s talk radio program. While it 
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is true that all citizens cannot be personally 

involved in deliberation and dialogue, we 

can listen to the dialogic exchanges of oth-

ers, and use these experiences to form our 

own judgements,29 the major constituent of 

deliberative democracy. Nevertheless, an 

informed and rationally deliberating public 

is the major prerequisite. Talk radio per se 

cannot be claimed to be an unqualified 

benefit to the public sphere. For example, 

a form of public discussion can sometimes 

be stimulated in ways that are morally 

indefensible, such as the ‘moral panic’30 

provoked in December 2006 by Sydney 

talkback host Alan Jones,31 leading to 

the riots at Cronulla Beach. There is an 

urgent need for future research to analyse 

the different iterations of talk radio in 

order to assess the degree to which 

different formats and different presenters 

are capable of making a contribution to 

democratic deliberation and debate as can 

be observed, at least from my sample, on 

‘774 ABC Melbourne Mornings with Jon 

Faine’.32

Carolyne Lee teaches in the Media and 

Communications Program at the University of 

Melbourne. Her most recent book is Power 
Prose: Writing Skills for the Media Age.� •
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