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Winning the Emotional Terrain:

Strategic Briefing for Conservative Leadership

Post-2025 Australian Election

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Conservative movements worldwide face a persistent challenge: an overreliance on rational 

argumentation  and  data-driven  policy  fails  to  resonate  in  a  political  landscape  increasingly 

dominated  by  emotion,  narrative,  and  instinct.  From  Australia’s  2017  Same-Sex  Marriage 

Plebiscite to Donald Trump’s 2016 U.S. campaign, evidence shows that emotional resonance 

often trumps factual superiority in shaping public sentiment. This briefing argues that political 

success hinges on mastering the emotional terrain before deploying logic, drawing on behavioral 

science, historical case studies, and contemporary examples like the 2025 Australian election. It 

proposes a strategic framework for conservatives to reclaim cultural and political momentum by 

leveraging innate human sentiments—safety, pride, and belonging—offering a path to reconnect 

with voters and counter progressive narratives effectively.

1. The Challenge: Logic’s Inability to Secure Victory
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Human decision-making is predominantly emotional, with rational processes serving as post-hoc 

justification (Haidt,  2012).  Political  behavior  is  shaped by visceral  drivers—loyalty,  fear,  and 

identity—rather  than  syllogistic  reasoning  or  statistical  evidence.  Conservatives,  rooted  in 

traditions of  empirical  governance,  often prioritize policy detail  over  emotional  resonance,  a 

strategy that  has proven inadequate.  The 2025 election saw Dutton’s campaign emphasize 

economic  stability  and  border  security  with  detailed  costings,  yet  these  arguments  were 

overshadowed by Labor’s narrative of empathy and social equity, amplified through emotive 

storytelling (e.g., Albanese’s focus on cost-of-living relief for families).

Historical  data reinforces this trend:  the 2017 Same-Sex Marriage Plebiscite  saw the “Yes” 

campaign’s emotional framing of love and inclusion triumph over conservative appeals to legal 

and social stability, with a 61.6% approval rate (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017). Similarly, 

global  examples—such as Brexit’s  2016 success driven by “take back control”  sentiment—

highlight  that  emotional  primacy  trumps  factual  superiority  when  narratives  capture  public 

imagination.

2. Theoretical Foundations: The Primacy of Emotion in Politics
Decades of research underpin this shift. Antonio Damasio’s somatic marker hypothesis (1994) 

demonstrates that emotional cues guide even complex decisions, with rational analysis following. 

Daniel  Kahneman  and  Amos  Tversky’s  dual-process  theory  (2011)  delineates  “System  1” 

(intuitive, emotion-led) and “System 2” (deliberative, logic-based) thinking, showing that System 

1 dominates political judgments. Jonathan Haidt’s moral foundations theory (2012) further reveals 

that  intuitive  emotional  responses—rooted  in  care,  loyalty,  and  authority—precede  moral 

reasoning, a dynamic exploited by populist movements worldwide.

In Australia, the rise of social media and 24-hour news cycles has intensified this effect, with 

emotional content driving engagement (Pew Research Center, 2023). The 2025 election saw 

Labor’s viral campaign videos—featuring personal stories of struggling households—outpace 

conservative policy briefs in shareability, underscoring the need for emotional preemption.

3. The Evidence: Case Studies in Emotional Politics

Case Study 1: 2025 Australian Federal Election

Preliminary analysis of the 2025 election outcome reveals a stark emotional disconnect. Dutton’s 

platform, while grounded in fiscal responsibility and national security, lacked a unifying emotional 

narrative. Labor capitalized on this, framing the election as a choice between compassion and 
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austerity, with Albanese’s pledge to expand welfare support resonating deeply amid economic 

uncertainty (Newspoll, 5 May 2025). Exit polls indicate that 62% of undecided voters cited “feeling 

heard” as a decisive factor, outweighing policy specifics (YouGov, 6 May 2025).

Contrast  this  with  successful  conservative  moments,  such as  John  Howard’s  2001  “border 

protection” campaign, where emotional appeals to safety and sovereignty secured a 51.4% two-

party vote amid the Tampa crisis  (Australian Electoral  Commission, 2001).  The 2025 result 

suggests that without emotional grounding, even sound policies fail to mobilize voters.

Case Study 2: The 2017 Same-Sex Marriage Plebiscite

Australia’s 2017 postal plebiscite on same-sex marriage provides a textbook example. Despite 

conservative arguments grounded in legal precedent, religious freedom concerns, and social 

stability, the “Yes” campaign succeeded by framing the issue around love, inclusion, and personal 

happiness.

Imagery of happy couples, emotional testimonials, and slogans like “Love is Love” dominated 

public sentiment. Logical appeals for societal structure and historical continuity were drowned out. 

The “No” campaign, though factually coherent, failed to establish emotional resonance and was 

overwhelmed (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017; Newspoll, 2017).

This event underscores a strategic lesson: without emotional primacy, rational arguments remain 

inert.

Case Study 3: Illegal Immigration and Trump’s 2024 Campaign

Conservatives typically cite fiscal burdens, crime rates, and national security data. Progressives 

counter with imagery of suffering families and children yearning for a better life. Despite stronger 

empirical evidence, conservatives often lose because they lose the emotional contest.

Donald Trump’s 2024 campaign succeeded not through detailed policy analysis, but through 

primal emotional activation:

● “They’re taking our jobs.”

● “They’re raping our women.”

● “They’re eating the pets of working-class Americans.”

His vivid, visceral framing—particularly the viral moment referencing “cats and dogs”—shifted 

public sentiment instantly, with betting markets responding accordingly (Pew Research Center, 

2024). Trump’s method was often dismissed as crudeness; in reality, it  was a sophisticated 

emotional offensive that hardened public sentiment before opponents could establish counter-

narratives.
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The case studies above demonstrate that emotional narratives—whether love in 2017 Australia, 

fear  in  2024  America,  or  empathy  in  2025  Australia—consistently  outperform  logic-first 

approaches, hardening public sentiment before rational counterarguments can gain traction.

Case Study 4: Ultrasound Imagery and the Abortion Debate

Few topics are as politically and morally charged as abortion rights. In the United States, pro-life 

advocates have often framed their position using legal or religious arguments—emphasizing fetal 

heartbeat laws, moral absolutes, or religious doctrine. By contrast, the pro-choice movement has 

led with emotionally resonant appeals to autonomy, trauma, and freedom, centering slogans like 

“my body, my choice” and personal stories of hardship.

This emotionally led approach has helped the pro-choice movement dominate public sentiment, 

particularly among younger voters and media platforms, where logic or moral appeals alone have 

little cut-through.

However, a strategic innovation emerged on the pro-life side—not through argument, but through 

emotive image and action. “PreBorn!” and “Focus on Family” have both identified the emotional 

response to seeing ultrasound images as a powerful driver of action, and began funding free 

ultrasounds for women at high risk of choosing abortion, particularly in the early decision window. 

The results have been profound: when women see real-time fetal imagery—babies sucking their 

thumbs, moving, or smiling—many report an immediate shift in perception. The fetus ceases to 

be an abstract or politicized concept,  and becomes emotionally real.  Decisions not to abort 

following  such ultrasound exposure  are  reportedly  high,  especially  in  first-time or  uncertain 

mothers.

This is not a triumph of dogma or debate. It is a triumph of emotional strategy: visual, instinctive,  

identity-reframing.  These  campaigns  do  not  refute  the  pro-choice  narrative;  they  bypass  it, 

redirecting the emotional salience from autonomy to connection, from body to baby.

4. The Strategic Insight: Emotional Primacy
Victory demands emotional preemption. Issues must be framed emotionally at the outset; logic 

can only be introduced once emotional ground has been secured.

Emotional narratives—whether love in 2017 Australia, fear in 2024 America, or  

empathy in 2025 Australia—consistently outperform logic-first approaches,  

hardening public sentiment before rational counterarguments can gain traction.
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5. Strategic Framework: Mastering Emotional Terrain
Conservatives must adopt a structured, two-phase approach to reclaim political relevance by 

prioritizing emotional engagement. This framework is designed to align with human instincts while 

ensuring policy credibility, tailored to the Australian context post-2025 election.

Phase 1: Emotional Preemption

The  goal  is  to  capture  the  emotional  high  ground  before  opposition  narratives  take  hold, 

leveraging universal human sentiments that resonate with Australian voters.

Narrative  Leadership: Craft  unifying  stories  that  evoke  pride,  security,  and 

community. For example, reframe economic policy as “securing our children’s future” 

rather than “balancing the budget.” Highlight personal stories of Australians—e.g., a 

small business owner thriving due to tax relief—to create emotional relatability.

Symbolic  Activation: Use  potent  symbols  of  Australian  identity—such  as  rural 

landscapes, ANZAC heritage, or the family barbecue—to anchor messages in shared 

cultural touchstones. A campaign ad might depict a multi-generational family in the 

outback, tying policy to “protecting the Australian way of life.”

Preemptive Inoculation: Anticipate progressive emotional traps (e.g., accusations of 

“heartlessness” on welfare cuts) by framing policies as compassionate and pragmatic. 

For instance, position welfare reform as “empowering families to stand tall” rather than 

“reducing  dependency,”  preempting  criticism  while  appealing  to  dignity  and 

independence.

Phase 2: Logical Consolidation

Once emotional alignment is secured, introduce rational arguments to solidify support and provide 

a defensible policy foundation.

Evidence Reinforcement: Present data that aligns with the emotional narrative. For 

example,  after  framing  border  security  as  “keeping  our  communities  safe,”  cite 

statistics showing reduced crime rates in regions with stricter controls.

Policy Integration: Link emotional appeals to concrete, actionable plans. A campaign 

promising “a stronger Australia” should be backed by a detailed defense spending 

plan, ensuring voters see a clear path from sentiment to action.

Feedback Loops: Use town halls and social media to gauge emotional resonance, 

refining messaging based on real-time voter feedback. For instance, if rural voters 

respond strongly to “protecting our farms,” double down on agricultural policy tied to 

that theme.
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This  framework  ensures  that  emotional  engagement  is  not  superficial  but  a  foundation  for 

sustainable policy support, bridging the gap between instinct and reason.

6. Implementation: Tactical Recommendations
To  operationalize  this  framework,  conservatives  must  overhaul  their  communication  and 

engagement strategies, focusing on immediate post-election actions to shape the opposition 

narrative leading to 2028.

Campaign Redesign: Shift from policy-heavy whitepapers to emotionally charged, 

bite-sized content. Produce 30-second video ads featuring real Australians—e.g., a 

nurse discussing healthcare pressures or a farmer on drought challenges—paired with 

simple messages like “We hear you, we’ll fight for you.” These should be optimized for 

platforms like TikTok and Instagram, where 68% of 18–34-year-olds engage politically 

(Pew Research Center, 2023).

Grassroots  Mobilization: Train  local  party  leaders  and  volunteers  to  lead  with 

emotional storytelling in community settings. Equip them with scripts that start with 

personal anecdotes (e.g., “I met a single mum last week who can’t afford groceries...”) 

before pivoting to policy solutions. Provide supplementary policy briefs for credibility 

during Q&A sessions.

Media  Strategy: Partner  with  alternative  media  platforms—such  as  independent 

podcasts or YouTube channels with large Australian audiences—to amplify emotional 

narratives. Bypass hostile mainstream outlets like the ABC by granting exclusives to 

sympathetic voices, building a parallel media ecosystem.

Policy Prioritization: Focus on issues with inherent emotional pull, such as cost-of-

living relief, national security, and education. For example, propose a “Family First Tax 

Credit” framed as “giving parents back their hard-earned money,” paired with data 

showing a 10% increase in disposable income for average households.

Timeline and Milestones: Launch an emotional  narrative campaign within three 

months (by August 2025), targeting key demographics like suburban families and 

regional voters. By mid-2026, assess impact through polling and adjust messaging. 

By 2027, integrate refined emotional appeals into a full election platform, ensuring 

consistency across all channels.

These tactics are designed to be scalable, leveraging existing party infrastructure while adapting 

to modern communication dynamics.
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7. Risks and Mitigation
Implementing this strategy carries inherent risks, which must be anticipated and addressed to 

ensure effectiveness.

Risk  of  Over-Simplification: Over-emphasizing  emotional  appeals  may  alienate 

intellectual supporters who value policy depth.

Balance emotional  campaigns with  targeted policy  forums,  such as virtual  roundtables with 

economists or security experts, streamed on platforms like X, ensuring thought leaders remain 

engaged.

Risk of Progressive Backlash: Opponents may frame this approach as manipulative 

or populist, undermining conservative credibility.

Emphasize  authenticity  and  transparency—e.g.,  “We’re  speaking  to  what  Australians  feel 

because we’re listening to them”—and back emotional appeals with rigorous data, as outlined in 

Phase 2.

Risk  of  Resource  Constraints: High-quality  emotional  campaigns  (e.g.,  video 

production) can be costly, straining party budgets.

Leverage volunteer networks for grassroots content creation (e.g., user-generated testimonials) 

and use low-cost digital  tools like Canva for design. Partner with sympathetic influencers to 

amplify reach at minimal cost.

Risk of Misalignment: Emotional messaging may resonate unevenly across diverse 

voter groups, risking fragmentation.

Segment  audiences—e.g.,  urban  professionals  vs.  regional  workers—and  tailor  narratives 

accordingly. Use data analytics to track resonance and adjust in real time.

By proactively addressing these risks, conservatives can maximize the strategy’s impact while 

minimizing vulnerabilities.

Conclusion
The 2025 Australian election serves as a clarion call: political success in the modern era demands 

winning the emotional terrain before engaging the rational mind. The conservative coalition’s 

failure to connect emotionally with voters—despite a robust policy platform—resulted in a narrow 

defeat, ceding ground to Labor’s empathetic narrative. To reverse this trend, conservatives must 

adopt a dual-phase strategy: lead with emotional preemption, harnessing sentiments like safety, 

pride, and belonging, then consolidate with logical policy reinforcement. Immediate action is 

critical—starting with a narrative overhaul in the coming months, conservatives can reshape the 
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opposition landscape for 2028. Failure to adapt risks further erosion of cultural and political 

influence, even when truth and reason are on their side. The path to renewal lies in aligning with 

human instincts, not fighting them, to rebuild a coalition rooted in Australia’s shared identity and 

aspirations.
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About Prothean Institute
The Prothean Institute is an independent strategic research organization dedicated to understanding,  
preserving, and renewing the foundations of thriving societies.

Our  mission is  to  develop political,  cultural,  and social  frameworks that  are  deeply  aligned with  the  
structures, instincts, and emotional architectures that sustain human flourishing across generations.

Our work focuses on:

• Developing  strategic  whitepapers,  policy  briefs,  and  advisory  documents  to  support  effective  
governance and leadership.

• Conducting philosophical, historical, and behavioral analysis of political and cultural trends.

• Equipping  leaders  with  frameworks  that  connect  emotional  resonance  to  rational  clarity  and  
practical governance.

At  the  Prothean  Institute,  all  policy  recommendations  and  strategic  analyses  are  grounded  in  strict  
epistemic rigor and the reality of real-world conditions and human nature. Idealism, where entertained, is  
explicitly noted as distinct from core analysis. We reject abstractions untethered from reality and seek to  
equip leaders with tools that work in the world as it is—not as we might wish it to be.

We believe that policy without emotional foundation is sterile, and feeling without structure is chaotic.  
True renewal  demands the conscious reawakening of  the civilizational  energies — loyalty,  ambition,  
identity, and shared values — that once made thriving societies possible.
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Drawing from deep analysis across history, anthropology, archaeology, behavioral science, and political  
theory, the Institute pursues a comprehensive, evidence-based approach to civilizational vitality. We seek  
to understand not only the forces that build enduring societies, but also the patterns that lead to decline — 
including the repeated failure of conservative voices to prevent cultural decay — and how these failures  
can be consciously interrupted.

We believe civilization can enter a new golden age — if we are willing to understand what built it, what must  
build it again, and how the levers available within liberal Western democracies can be used to achieve this 
objective.

Enquiries:

www.protheaninstitute.com

contact@protheaninstitute.com
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