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GLOBAL VOICES 
Global Voices is a non-profit organisation seeking to promote an understanding of and participation 

in international diplomacy by young Australians. 

We do this through regular events and research & development opportunities in Australia, and the 

coordination of youth delegations to important diplomatic forums abroad. 

Our mission is to provide opportunities to young Australians to research, discuss and contribute to 

foreign policy both at home and abroad. 

Our vision is for young Australians to be heard and engaged on the world stage. 

APEC 
The Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) group of nations is the Asia Pacific’s premier regional 

forum, which aims to support sustainable economic growth and prosperity in the Asia Pacific region.  

Twenty-one Pacific Rim nations (occasionally referred to as ‘Member Economies’) constitute APEC’s 

membership today. In addition, observers are invited to APEC proceedings including the Association 

of South East Asian Nations (or ASEAN), the Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (or PECC) and the 

South Pacific Forum (or SPF).  

APEC is unique in that it has a strong relationship with business figures in the region. The APEC 

Business Advisory Council (ABAC) is the official feedback mechanism for the private sector across the 

Pacific Rim and the Council meets several times a year in the lead up to the main APEC Summit. 

ABAC consists of up to three business figures from each member state, with each representative is 

selected and endorsed by their respective APEC Leader. 

Kathryn Stumpf – Griffith University 

Kathryn Stumpf studies for a Bachelor of Journalism at Griffith University.  She is the editor of 

Griffith Screen Society journal SPECTRUM and has worked as a volunteer media relations officer for 

community organisation Open Doors Youth Service. 

Kathryn’s interest in attending the APEC Summit stems from her belief that communication enables 

action.  She has a strong desire to facilitate greater understanding of regional economic policy so 

that the many everyday citizens affected by Asia-Pacific trade practices are empowered to support 

APEC’s sustainable growth initiatives.  Kathryn sees the APEC Summit as an invaluable platform for 

democracy, diplomacy and cultural diversity.  She looks forward to communicating with global 

representatives about the future of the media and its power to affect economic, environmental and 

social change.   

Outside university, Kathryn is fascinated by the multifaceted relationships between culture, media 

and identity.  She keeps up with current affairs and enjoys watching and writing about films.   
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‘Media, education and democracy are inseparably connected, as an educated citizenship is 

fundamental to the proper working of democracy.  The mass media have a demonstrated and vital 

capacity to educate, especially beyond the parameters of formal education.’1  

- Richard Howells 

Abstract  

 

The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) is the premier forum for facilitating economic growth, 

cooperation, trade and investment in the Asia-Pacific region.2  The forum’s multilateral deliberations 

influence government decision-making and have a direct impact on Australia’s domestic policy 

setting.  However, the past decade has seen a decline in serious media interest and public 

understanding of APEC’s outcomes and objectives.  Why is this the case?  And why is the lack of 

awareness problematic?  This paper identifies economic illiteracy and rational ignorance as major 

obstacles to civic and political engagement, affecting journalists and citizens alike.  It is argued that 

increased media scrutiny and audience awareness of APEC’s core concerns would animate democracy 

and empower citizens to participate more actively in the formation of foreign and domestic policy.   

Introduction 

Australia has played a major role in facilitating sustainable economic growth throughout the Asia-

Pacific region since the 1989 inception of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC).  Total two-

way trade between Australia and its fellow APEC member economies grew from $121 billion in 1994 

to $391 billion in 2010.3  Since the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis however, APEC has been criticised for 

engaging in hollow dialogue and focusing more on ‘announceables’ than ‘deliverables’.  Political 

scientist Dr Richard Hu says the annual leaders’ meetings have become ‘more symbolic than 

                                                           
1 R Howells, ‘Media, Education and Democracy’, European Review, vol. 9, no. 2, 2001, p. 159. 
2 R Hu, ‘APEC and Future Asia-Pacific Regional Architecture, American Foreign Policy Interests, vol. 31, no. 1, 2009, p. 13. 
3 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), Australian Government, 2011, retrieved 6  
September 2011 from <http://www.dfat.gov.au/apec/index.html> 

http://www.dfat.gov.au/apec/index.html
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substantive’, partly due to structural problems within APEC and partly due to the increasing 

trivialisation of news by politicians, journalists and media consumers.4  This paper focuses on the 

latter concern: the way in which declining awareness and analysis of APEC’s core concerns prevents 

Australian citizens from participating fully in policy formation and debate.  

 

Economic illiteracy and rational ignorance are serious barriers to civic and political engagement.  

‘Without an understanding of economics,’ says Rizzo, ‘individuals may support policies that produce 

outcomes that hurt their own interests or those of others, while eroding liberty and peaceful 

association’.5  Rational ignorance is the deliberate choice to ignore certain information because the 

perceived cost of educating oneself exceeds the potential benefit the knowledge would provide.6  

Public opinion has a profound influence on government decision-making, and it is through the media 

that the majority of citizens draw their understanding of finance and foreign affairs.  If issues-based 

reportage of APEC is lacking or the public chooses to ignore relevant coverage, understanding wanes 

and the government is less likely to develop adequate policies.7 

 

This paper argues that issues-based reportage of APEC is lacking and many citizens are choosing to 

ignore relevant coverage.  In addressing the causes and consequences of economic illiteracy and 

rational ignorance, this article recognises that the news agenda both reflects and dictates the 

public’s appetite for ‘infotainment’.  Ultimately, it is argued that increased media scrutiny and public 

awareness of APEC’s core concerns would enable citizens to participate more actively in policy 

formation and debate.  The fundamental relationship between media, education and democracy 

provides the discursive framework for this investigation, as well as justifying its importance.  The 

                                                           
4 Hu, p. 15. 
5 M Rizzo, ‘Understanding Economic Illiteracy’, South Florida Sun Sentinel, 13 February 2011, OpEd, p. 1. 
6 J Hamilton, All the News that’s Fit to Sell: How the Market Transforms Information into News, Princeton University, Princeton, 2004, p. 
12. 
7 N Hopkinson, The Media and International Affairs After the Cold War, HMSO, London, 1993, p. 1. 
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paper draws on the perspectives of some of Australia’s leading journalists, communication 

specialists and economic experts.   

 

APEC’s relevance to the Australian public 

 

The Asia-Pacific is the most economically dynamic region in the world.8  APEC’s 21 member 

economies span four continents and account for almost 50 per cent of the world’s 

population, 60 per cent of global GDP and 50 per cent of international trade.9  Australia was a 

founding member of APEC in 1989 and has since contributed to, and benefited from, significant 

economic growth in the Asia-Pacific.  Since 1994, investment into Australia by APEC economies rose 

by an average 10.6 per cent each year to reach $859 billion in 2010.10  But despite APEC’s 

achievements and broad sphere of influence, serious media interest has declined over the past 

decade and relatively few people are aware of the forum’s objectives, outcomes and procedures.11   

 

This raises several important questions.  Why are many Australians oblivious to APEC’s core 

concerns?  Should the media and the public even care about APEC?  What do everyday people stand 

to gain through greater understanding of Asia-Pacific trade relations? 

 

Economic illiteracy and rational ignorance are major obstacles to the public’s engagement with 

APEC.  Together, they precipitate a vicious cycle.  If the public disregards news stories about finance 

and foreign affairs due to perceived complexity or irrelevance, there are ‘fewer incentives for outlets 

to offer the coverage and sparse rewards for journalists interested in providing this type of news’.12  

After all, ‘a simple truth underpins the everyday practice of the media institutions and the journalists 

                                                           
8 APEC Secretariat, About APEC: Achievements and Benefits, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation, 2011, retrieved 6 September 2011 from  
<http://www.apec.org/About-Us/About-APEC/Achievements-and-Benefits.aspx>  
9 Hu, p. 12. 
10 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), Australian Government, 2011, retrieved 6 
September 2011 from <http://www.dfat.gov.au/apec/index.html> 
11 G Megalogenis, The Australian, phone interview, 28 September 2011. 
12 Hamilton, p. 12. 

http://www.apec.org/About-Us/About-APEC/Achievements-and-Benefits.aspx
http://www.dfat.gov.au/apec/index.html
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who work within them – they are all at some level in competition with each other to sell stories and 

maximise audiences’.13  Those people who are eager to learn more about Asia-Pacific trade relations 

suffer the omissions of an increasingly entertainment-oriented industry.   

 

The trivialisation of serious policy reportage extends far beyond the scope of APEC.  McChesney 

argues that while ‘it is an age of dazzling breakthroughs in communication and information 

technologies... elementary understanding of social and political affairs has declined’.14  This 

phenomenon reflects and determines the news priorities of time-poor audiences, media-managed 

politicians and commercially-constrained journalists.15  The accelerated, multi-platform media cycle 

favours instant gratification over in-depth analysis; photo opportunities over policy debates.  For this 

reason, less inquisitive audiences might mistake APEC for an annual fashion parade of world leaders 

in dubious local costume.     

 

In fact, awareness of APEC’s core concerns is fundamentally beneficial to Australian citizens.  Asia-

Pacific economics academic Anthony Makin says ‘APEC is important to Australia because Asia has 

become the growth engine of the world economy and because our most important trading 

relationships lie within the region’.16  Peter Drysdale, one of the intellectual architects of APEC, 

agrees: ‘It is important to the general public’s sense of economic and political security to understand 

the role and place of these deliberations in managing regional and global affairs’.17  Arguably though, 

these benefits are too far removed from the experience of everyday Australians to motivate their 

engagement with APEC.  The media and the public require evidence of local, tangible incentives in 

                                                           
13 J Eldridge, Getting the Message: News, Truth and Power, Routledge, London, 1993, cited in C Browning, ‘The Australian Press and the 
Reporting of APEC: From Seoul to Osaka’, Australian APEC Study Centre Issues Paper 11, 1997, retrieved 26 September 2011, Proquest 
database, p. 3. 
14 R McChesney, Rich Media, Poor Democracy: Communication Politics in Dubious Times, University of Illinois Press, Chicago, 1999, p. 1. 
15 Megalogenis, 2011. 
16 A Makin, Griffith University: Department of Accounting, Finance and Economics; Griffith Asia Institute, email interview, 14 September  
2011. 
17 P Drysdale, Crawford School, Australian National University, email interview, 27 September 2011. 
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order to overcome their economic illiteracy and rational ignorance.  ‘Why should I care?’ is the 

obvious question. 

 

According to Treasury media adviser Adam Collins, the answer is simple: Australians are affected by 

APEC deliberations on a day-to-day basis.  ‘International engagement has a genuine impact on our 

domestic economic setting... Even though APEC meetings are held at the very pointy international, 

multilateral end, there is a direct consequence on the domestic outcomes that are achieved in 

Australia’.18  For example, APEC discussions have been central to the development of countless 

government policies since 1989, from counter-terrorism laws to carbon pricing.19  These are 

contentious issues with a tendency to bifurcate voters.  Therefore, greater understanding of such 

policies and their Asia-Pacific context would empower citizens to make better informed leadership 

choices.20   

 

Citizens also need to be aware of APEC because the forum’s multilateral agenda has a grassroots 

effect on employment and prosperity.  Michael Chapnick, Director of Communications at the APEC 

Secretariat, says every member of the public is also a member of the economy.   

 

Everyday people run small businesses and are concerned about employment and their jobs.  As the 

world globalises, APEC in particular is working to create opportunities in this region to facilitate trade.  

If small businesses are exporting from their home economy to another economy, they can expand 

their businesses through the facilitation measures APEC is taking, and that creates jobs for their 

neighbours and people in their community.
21 

 

                                                           
18 A Collins, Australian Government Department of Treasury, phone interview, 14 September 2011. 
19 J Daley, Implications of a Carbon Tax, Australian APEC Study Centre, 1998, retrieved 26 September 2011 from  
<http://www.apec.org.au/docs/daley.pdf> & Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, APEC Counter-Terrorism Action Plan, Australian  
Government, 2010, retrieved 19 September 2011. 
20 J Keane, ‘Media Decadence and Democracy’, Public Administration Today, January-March, 2010, p. 48. 
21 M Chapnick, APEC Secretariat, phone interview, 28 September 2011. 

http://www.apec.org.au/docs/daley.pdf
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George Megalogenis, Senior Writer at The Australian, views APEC’s relevance within the broader 

context of civic and political engagement.  He argues that the media and the public have a 

responsibility to acquire knowledge and proactively contribute to government decision-making 

through the democratic process.  

 

Part of Australia being in the right place at the right time is actually understanding the dynamics of 

every other country in the region.  That doesn’t mean that every Australian citizen has to be an expert 

in international affairs, but a country like this can’t thrive in this so-called ‘Asian century’ unless it 

understands its neighbourhood.  And just sitting back and waiting for the rocks to be dug up and 

shipped to China is not engagement.
22

    

 

APEC is ‘the premier forum for facilitating economic growth, cooperation, trade, and investment in 

the Asia-Pacific’.23  Everyday Australians are directly affected by APEC’s deliberations and therefore 

have much to gain from greater understanding of regional trade relations.  However, economic 

illiteracy and rational ignorance are likely to persist until there is greater recognition of the link 

between awareness and active citizenship.  

 

Media, Education and Democracy: Reporting on APEC  

 

As already noted, media, education and democracy are fundamentally connected.  An informed and 

active citizenship is essential to the proper working of democracy, and the media plays a vital role in 

educating the public about political and social issues of the day.  As stated by Howells, ‘the media 

serves to inform the population so that citizens can proceed to make their own, educated choices’ 

and contribute to the formation of foreign and domestic policy.24  This ideal is not always the reality.  

                                                           
22 Megalogenis, 2011. 
23 Hu, p. 13. 
24 Howells, p. 162. 
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In addition to the challenges posed by economic illiteracy and rational ignorance, commercial 

imperatives and the trend towards ‘infotainment’ often preclude journalists from reporting in depth 

on serious policy issues.  This state of affairs is exemplified by media coverage of APEC.   

 

A major characteristic of the trend towards ‘infotainment’ is ‘excessive concentration on 

personalities, rather than stories and analyses’.25  When Sydney hosted the APEC leaders’ 

meetings in 2007, Kevin Rudd’s proficiency at Mandarin garnered greater media scrutiny 

than the substance of his speech or, indeed, the overall outcomes of the forum.  Makin 

suggests that the majority of Australians are only aware of APEC’s superficial side: ‘Many 

could probably recall past summits by the “costume shows” that conclude them, which have 

attracted considerable publicity’.26  It is an indictment of today’s increasingly depoliticised and 

entertainment-oriented culture that photos of world leaders in Driza-Bone jackets attract greater 

attention than issues affecting the financial security of half the world’s population. 

 

Megalogenis says the trivialisation of politics in the mass media is a ‘noughties’ phenomenon.  

‘There’s been a noticeable decline in interest in serious policy issues for about the last 10 or 15 years 

in Australia,’ he says, ‘and that’s had an impact on the coverage and awareness of APEC’.27  The 

dominant news stories to emerge during the 2007 leaders’ summit concerned the Chaser’s War on 

Everything stunt, Kevin Rudd’s address to Hu Jintao, and John Howard’s slumping popularity as 

prime minister.  These scandal-based stories had very little to do with APEC’s core economic 

concerns.  In order to encourage greater public awareness of ‘issues’, Megalogenis argues that the 

APEC agenda should be part of a policy debate and media cycle that runs for months ahead of the 

November leaders’ meetings: 

 

                                                           
25 Keane, p. 55. 
26 Makin, 2011. 
27 Megalogenis, 2011. 
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There may be terrific dialogue at an APEC meeting that may change the course of human history, but 

without the media preparation it’s unlikely that the Australian community is going to be sufficiently 

engaged beforehand to be able to interpret the announcement.
28

 

 

No doubt APEC’s structural weaknesses have also contributed to the media’s declining interest in the 

forum.  Over the past decade, discussions at the annual leaders’ summit have become broader and 

less relevant to APEC’s original goals, ‘announceables’ outnumbering ‘deliverables’.29  As noted by 

Reynolds over 30 years ago, the media is ‘above all, an entertainment industry, and inconclusive 

articles are not entertaining’.30  APEC deliberations are non-binding and decisions are reached 

unanimously by the 21 member economies, a complex and relatively incremental process.  While the 

forum continues to facilitate economic growth and cooperation in the Asia-Pacific, APEC’s agenda is 

‘very technically-focused and frankly pretty dry from a media perspective’.31 

   

This sentiment is echoed by Scott Dewar, Australia’s Consul-General to Hawaii.  He says 

communicating the outcomes of APEC is crucial, but much of the forum’s work does not attract 

mainstream media attention.  

 

Each year DFAT, along with other APEC economies and the APEC Secretariat, produces publicly 

available information about APEC's work and the benefits it delivers.  The communiqués from each 

meeting are public documents and ministers usually brief the media on the outcomes... The challenge 

is that much of the APEC agenda is about work that might not attract headlines (streamlining customs 

processes for businesses, for instance) but that are crucial for Australian companies trying to improve 

their international trading prospects.
32

   

 

                                                           
28 Megalogenis, 2011. 
29 Hu, p. 15. 
30 A Reynolds, ‘Economic Illiteracy in the Media’, Studies in Economics and Finance, vol. 2, no. 1, 1978, p. 93. 
31 D Flitton, The Age, phone interview, 14 September 2011. 
32 S Dewar, Australian Consulate General, Australian Embassy, Honolulu, email interview, 28 October 2011. 
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Communicative abundance and the 24 hour news cycle have also contributed to declining media 

coverage and public awareness of APEC.  According to Keane, ‘the age of communicative abundance 

is a whole new world system of overlapping and interlinked media devices that... integrate texts, 

sounds and images and enable communication to take place through multiple user points’.33  As the 

media industry accelerates and expands, there is an increasing sense in the Western world that 

anything which is not instantly available, easily digestible and wildly entertaining is not worth 

consuming – including news.  Despite, or indeed because of, today’s unprecedented number of 

media platforms and outlets, journalists and audiences have less time to delve into serious policy 

issues. 

 

It may be that the level of engagement is constant and what we’re actually observing is increased 

information load.  Either way, we know that people aren’t processing the information.  We know that 

the people in the media complain that they’re not in a position to process it on the public’s behalf 

because they’ve got too much to deal with, and we know politicians complain that it’s hard to get a 

serious thought out there anymore because television news has cut back the amount of time that’s 

devoted to serious issues.  The politicians end up talking like robots because they don’t want to be 

caught saying something that doesn’t follow a pre-determined script.
34

 

 

According to the MEAA Code of Ethics, ‘journalists describe society to itself.  They convey 

information, ideas and opinions, a privileged role.  They search, disclose, record, question, entertain, 

suggest and remember.  They inform citizens and animate democracy’.35  As if these were not 

sufficient challenges, today’s reporters must also contend with the trend towards ‘infotainment’, 

communicative abundance, and the trivialisation of politics.  These obstacles cast a large shadow 

over APEC.  How can the Australian media educate the public and animate democracy when many 

                                                           
33 Keane, p. 47. 
34 Megalogenis, 2011. 
35 Media, Entertainment & Arts Alliance, Media Alliance Code of Ethics, 2011, retrieved 7 October 2011,  
<http://www.alliance.org.au/code-of-ethics.html>  

http://www.alliance.org.au/code-of-ethics.html
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citizens (and journalists) believe finance and foreign affairs are irrelevant or too complex?  Economic 

illiteracy and rational ignorance must be recognised as significant but surmountable barriers to civic 

and political engagement.   

      

Economic illiteracy and rational ignorance  

 

Basic awareness of economics and foreign affairs is essential to active citizenship.  It is crucial to the 

everyday person’s ability to understand and shape the Australian government’s financial policies, 

including the APEC agenda.  Communication enables action, and the media empowers the public by 

conveying information and stimulating debate.36  However, many citizens do not have a basic 

understanding of finance and foreign affairs.  Economic illiteracy and rational ignorance have 

emerged as major barriers to civic and political engagement; a problematic situation which may be 

examined from both the public and the media’s perspective.    

 

Many citizens justify their economic illiteracy on the grounds that national and international finance 

is ‘confusing’, ‘boring’ or ‘irrelevant’ – ‘the stuff of high politics and not the everyday’.37  This 

attitude is linked to the theory of rational ignorance, which predicts that individuals acquire 

information up to the point when the expected benefits equal the expected costs; when the reduced 

probability of acting on false beliefs no longer justifies the time spent acquiring information.38  

Evidently, the general public’s threshold of rational ignorance for economics is very low.  In an era 

characterised by ‘the rise of adversarial and “gotcha” styles of commercial journalism driven by 

ratings, sales and hits’, editors do not prioritise stories that the majority of their audience will 

ignore.39  The self-perpetuating scenario is neatly summarised by Daniel Flitton, Diplomatic Editor of 

                                                           
36 Howells, p. 166. 
37 C Browning, ‘The Australian Press and the Reporting of APEC: From Seoul to Osaka’, Australian APEC Study Centre Issues Paper 11, 1997, 
p. 21. 
38 B Caplan, ‘Rational Ignorance versus Rational Irrationality’, Kyklos: International Review for Social Sciences, vol. 54 (1), 2001, p. 12,  
retrieved 14 September 2011 from <http://econfaculty.gmu.edu/bcaplan/pdfs/rationalignorancevs.pdf>   
39 Keane, p. 47. 

http://econfaculty.gmu.edu/bcaplan/pdfs/rationalignorancevs.pdf
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The Age: ‘Most of the time the public doesn’t pay much attention to foreign policy issues so 

therefore they’re not given a lot of focus in a media sense’.40  

 

Australian coverage of APEC highlights the media’s commercial imperatives, as well as its tendency 

to reflect and determine audience tastes. Economic growth and trade liberalisation in the Asia-

Pacific are important but relatively convoluted topics likely to invoke apathy and avoidance from the 

public.  As such, media outlets must weigh up the costs and benefits of reporting on APEC’s core 

concerns as opposed to its superficial controversies.  

 

Decisions need to be taken as to what goes in and what gets left out.  News items fight for space.  

Once it is in, how many column inches or seconds is it worth?  Where should it be placed?  In addition, 

it must be borne in mind that foreign reporting costs a great deal of money: if it provides no increase 

in sales/audience figures, what benefits can be gained from its inclusion?  APEC is just one item 

amongst many.
41

   

 

Of course, it is not just media consumers who suffer from economic illiteracy and rational ignorance 

– reporters do too.  As stated by Keane, there are ‘important stories which journalists around the 

world simply fail to take an interest in, in no small measure because such subjects as the global surge 

in poverty, the arms trade and leveraging in the banking and credit sectors are complicated and 

perforce require intensive concentration and in-depth research to cover thoroughly, or to cover 

well’.42  For many journalists, the costs of reporting on APEC deliberations and other serious policy 

issues outweigh the benefits. 

 

The low demand for public affairs information translates into fewer incentives for outlets to offer the 

coverage and sparse rewards for journalists interested in providing this type of news.  Rational 

                                                           
40 Flitton, 2011. 
41 Browning, p. 4. 
42 Keane, p. 55. 
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ignorance among consumers generates rational omissions among reporters.  The result may be less 

than optimal amounts and types of public affairs coverage.
43

 

 

Arguably though, it is the media’s responsibility to report on all issues that affect the social, 

commercial and political interests of the community.  This holds especially true for complex issues 

that would be clarified through explanation or analysis.  Chapnick agrees: ‘Some of the economic 

papers I read are quite frankly difficult to understand, but our job is to translate the economic jargon 

into a language that the person on the street can understand’.44  Journalists do not need financial 

expertise to report word-for-word on what economists and members of APEC’s Business Advisory 

Council are saying.  They do need a certain level of understanding in order to ask educated 

questions, interpret the answers, and assist the public in overcoming their economic illiteracy and 

rational ignorance. 

 

Adding to the confusion about finance and foreign affairs is the tendency of some reporters to take 

shortcuts and make generalisations.  ‘Too often,’ says Reynolds, ‘the economic journalist adopts the 

lazy method of gathering opinions from various media-appointed “experts” without bothering to 

uncover and evaluate the reasoning, if any, behind those opinions.  Even worse, many journalists 

have fallen into the nasty habit of simply asserting that “most economists agree” about this or 

that’.45  The media operates under stringent commercial and temporal constraints – that is a given.  

But if reporters are to educate the public and animate democracy, they must approach relevant 

sources, pose challenging questions and synthesise information in a manner that is accessible to 

everyday people.  After all, robust scrutiny is ‘the wisest way of handling complexity, coping with 

uncertainty and anticipating, recognising and avoiding mistakes’.46   

 

                                                           
43 Hamilton, p. 12. 
44 Chapnick, 2011. 
45 Reynolds, p. 91. 
46 Keane, p. 57. 
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Neither the public nor the media can be singularly blamed for the lack of awareness surrounding 

APEC.  The news agenda both reflects and dictates the audience’s appetite for ‘infotainment’ – and 

vice versa.  Ultimately, journalists and citizens must work together to combat economic illiteracy and 

rational ignorance; to reinforce the bonds between media, education and democracy.  

 

Conclusion   

 

Media, education and democracy are fundamentally connected.  By informing the public of 

important issues, the media enlivens debate and encourages civic and political engagement.  By 

contrast, and despite APEC’s direct impact on Australia’s domestic economic setting, awareness and 

analysis of the forum’s core concerns have declined over the past decade.  This prevents Australians 

from participating effectively in the democratic process.  Economic illiteracy and rational ignorance 

affect media consumers and journalists alike, and are significant obstacles to the public’s 

understanding of finance and foreign affairs.  This paper has argued that increased scrutiny and 

public awareness of APEC’s core concerns would animate democracy and empower citizens to 

participate more actively in policy formation and debate.     

    

It may be that current levels of rational ignorance are overblown; that economics and foreign policy 

are more relevant and accessible than many people believe.  At the same time, the barriers to civic 

and political engagement are not insignificant.  Commercial imperatives, trends toward 

‘infotainment’, the trivialisation of politics, and the accelerating news cycle – all are obstacles to 

active citizenship.  If the general public continues to ignore issues-based coverage of APEC, ‘costume 

show’ photos will become increasingly prominent and the Australian government will be less likely 

to develop adequate foreign and domestic policies.  Hopefully, awareness of APEC will improve 

when the media presents a greater volume of digestible analysis that highlights the relevance of vital 

economic issues to everyday people.   
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Just how this symbiotic paradigm shift might be accomplished is a topic for further research.   
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