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In October 2018, plans to use one of the most renowned world-heritage sites, the 

Sydney Opera House, to advertise the $13m Everest Horse Races divided the nation 

and added to a war of cultures described as ‘A Very Sydney Story’ directed by right-

wing supporters (McGowan, 2019). Whilst the advert’s launch was met with 

hundreds of protesters who shone torches onto the sails to interfere with the images, 

Prime Minister, Scott Morrison, said it was only logical to utilise “the biggest billboard 

Sydney has”. Using the Sydney Opera House as a canvas is not unheard of; the sails 

have been illuminated green and gold in support of the Wallabies Rugby Team 

(Boland, 2019)  at the World Cup Final and were even adorned with poppies on 

Remembrance Day. Whilst the advert was eventually changed to broadcast the 

results, rather than advertise the event, the decision to use one of the country’s most 

iconic landmarks as a billboard not only suggests the region has finally succumb to 

Aeron Davis’ theory of a “promotionally saturated world”, but begs the question as 

to whether any of heritage sites are safe from exploitation. This essay explores the 

history of the relationship between advertising and the East Coast of Australia, 

featuring case studies to examine key changes in this relationship and primary 

research to analyse its’ impact. To conclude, I will not only determine to what extent 

the East Coast is a promotionally saturated region, but also predict when or if this 

change will occur. 

 

Advertising in Sydney can be traced back to the European settlement, when the 

industry was largely agricultural and relied on imported goods for infrastructure 

(Lawson and Walker, 1977). Importers became some of the first advertisers, liaising 

with local retailers, manufacturers and consumers for distribution. 

As the Penal Colony expanded, word-of-mouth advertising became insufficient. 

Though the first screw-press had been brought by one of the first settlements in 1795, 

it was purposed for printing governmental directives (Beckett, 2012). Despite the 

time it took to find an accompanying printer, the production of outdoor 

advertisements in Sydney marked a dramatic change in the industry. Print ads were 

adopted by art and theatre promoters, who not only distributed flyers for upcoming 

showcases, but began using the buildings they were to take place in as billboards 

themselves. The industry also saw the first discernible brands, as companies began to 

distinguish their goods and services with trademark logos.  
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In 1803, the settlement’s first newspaper, The Sydney Gazette, was published and 

edited by ex-convict, George Howe (Beckett, 2012). Up to two thirds of each weekly 

edition consisted of advertising, particularly those of auctioneers selling natural land. 

The Sydney Gazette pioneered the way for several more newspapers in Eastern 

Australia, and whilst much of their revenue came from subscriptions, selling 

advertising space was an increasingly close second. By the late 19th Century, 

canvassers had become the middleman, selling advertising space in exchange for 

commission. Their lack of strategy in placement, combined with the amateur designs 

of advertisers themselves originally rendered the columns lacklustre and ineffective 

(Crawford, 2004). This was not limited to newspapers; as outdoor advertising also 

grew in popularity, adverts began to dominate landscapes across the East Coast, 

appearing on everything from derelict buildings to the still-developing transport 

systems. Amongst the over-crowding, advertising agencies such as Hollander & 

Govett (Tyquin, 1978) began to emerge, as did in-house teams. Their purpose was to 

tailor adverts to specific brands and identify where these adverts would be most 

effective. 

 

Just as the number of advertisements demanded specialist agencies, the number of 

people who worked in advertising agencies – copywriters, illustrators, canvassers – 

became the foundation of the East Coast’s larger industry. Unions such as the 

Association of Australian National Advertisers formed to safeguard members in the 

20s. This advertising boom also attracted agencies on an international scale, such as 

the American J Walter Thompson (Crawford, 2008). J Walter Thompson was one of 

the first agencies to cash in on the emergence of the radio, allowing it to survive not 

just the first major challenge to the industry – the Wall Street Crash of 1929 - but also, 

World War II, where brownouts rendered the popular medium of neon lights 

ineffective.  

 

Upon the conclusion of World War II, businesses that had survived now began to 

thrive; neon signs erected at the time, such as the one above Sharpie’s Golf House, 

still stand today after a public campaign gave it heritage protection. Combined 

with the broadcasting of Australia’s first television commercial, the advertising 

industry was propelled to an international level. Audiences were not only being sold 

East Coast goods and services, but were being sold the East Coast lifestyle. ‘A British 
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way of life in Sydney’ was promoted worldwide to sell an Assisted Package Scheme 

to Australia (Young, 2007). Known as ‘ten-pound Poms’, over 2.4 million buyers of the 

package arrived during the 50s and 60s. 

 

In 1974, Sydney’s biggest billboard was erected and plastered with an advert for 

Coca-Cola. As Sydney continued to welcome trade from businesses overseas, locals 

were less open to the rigid infringement of their policies. Sensing a need to bring 

‘Australianness’ back into the advertising industry, John ‘Singo’ Singleton pioneered 

his own agency, including an individual advertising style known as ‘ocker’ 

(Crawford, 2008). ‘Ocker’ adverts were divisive; on one hand, audiences 

appreciated the raw, Australian essence and celebration of their culture. On the 

other hand, the style was derided from stereotypes and appeared to mock its’ 

heritage. Regardless, Singleton’s style had reinvigorated the industry once more. 

 

In response to ‘ocker, agencies such as Mojo began to utilise ‘Australianness’ in 

advertising, utilising cultural and heritage aspects, such as Sydney’s growing art and 

theatre scene. This strengthened the relationship between the two industries and 

invited new audiences and businesses to Sydney, including more notable figures 

such as Elle McPherson and Paul Hogan. The arrival of such significant figures and 

increasing power of the advertising industry did not go unchallenged and whilst the 

Australian Consumers Association had been informing consumers of their rights for 

some time, audiences were now starting to challenge the rhetoric. Adverts featuring 

alcohol and cigarettes received backlash for promoting unhealthy foods, with 

protesters even defacing posters and billboards. Adverts that perpetuated or relied 

too heavily on stereotypes also faced scrutiny. 

 

When the recession struck in the late 80s, East Coast advertising saw its’ first decline 

since the Wall Street Crash, and along with it, the disappearance of many original 

advertising businesses (McLeod, 2007). Though Sydney still retained a reputation as a 

regional hub, competition from Australasian businesses made the industry 

unpredictable. As the century concluded, East Coast advertising businesses found 

themselves downsizing to meet costs, whilst also specialising in a specific area, 

which, with the emergence of the internet, ensured stability. The East Coast 

advertising industry entered the 21st Century similarly to how it had entered the 20th; 
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competitive, dubious and yet, lucrative. Relationships with the wider world were still 

being developed, however with a renewed focus on retaining the East Coast 

influence. The 2000 Sydney Olympics provided a temporary injection into the 

industry, with Harbour Bridge and Sydney Opera House becoming the backdrop to 

many events (Campelo et al., n.d.), as well as the site of New Years’ fireworks 

displays. Whilst both man-made structures have been marked as World Heritage 

Sites, advertising is only prohibited on the Harbour Bridge. With unclear guidelines as 

to how the Sydney Opera House can be used for promotion, it is possible that the 

building could indeed become Australia’s biggest billboard. 

 

The East Coast’s reliance on TV and Internet as their main advertising platforms 

continues to this day. Studies conducted as recently as 2017 demonstrate that after 

recommendations from family and friends, online reviews (by those both in and out 

of an individual’s social circle) and television adverts have the most influence on 

consumers’ decisions. This, however, does not indicate to what extent the East Coast 

has become promotionally-saturated by these methods. To supplement this 

research, I conducted two investigations; the first was a questionnaire presented to 

nine contacts via webcam, who have lived on the East Coast for most or all their 

lives. The participants consisted of males and females in a 5:4 ratio and ranged from 

early twenties to mid-eighties. The oldest participant came to Australia through the 

Assisted Package Scheme in 1953. The second investigation was an interview with 

designer, Michael Ellams. Ellams conducts around 40% of his business with clients 

from Australia. Though he specialises in product design, his work often involves 

working with advertisers and promotional teams to ensure the product is showcased 

suitably. Through these two investigations, I was not only able to explore 

perspectives on Sydney’s advertising industry from those who are currently 

experiencing it but was also able to compare the perspectives of those who 

produce advertising and those who consume it. 

 

As aforementioned, this project was inspired by the protests regarding the usage of 

Sydney Opera House as a promotional platform, and subsequently became one of 

the first topics on both the questionnaire and in the interview. Ellams disagreed with 

the use of the term, ‘billboard’, however commented on the implications of tourism; 

on a building made from “a big, white, shiny surface”, projections such as the 
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Everest Horse Race advert rejuvenate the tourist hotspot and keep them returning. In 

order to determine whether this ambivalence was reflected by locals, I asked the 

questionnaire participants to indicate whether they were aware of this event and 

whether it concerned them. This was compared apropos age in order to determine 

whether a familiarity with the region may have had an influence on their opinion.  

 

 

 

The findings suggested that older participants – those who had experienced more of 

Sydney’s history – were less likely to be aware of the events and when they were, not 

particularly concerned. Whilst awareness amongst younger participants was similarly 

low, their concern for the usage of the Opera House seemed to be higher. As older 

participants have witnessed the development of advertising in the East Coast, it 

could suggest these adverts are now so common, they go unnoticed. Furthermore, 

the usage of social media in organising the protests outside the Opera House could 

be more impactful on younger participants who have grown up during the social 

media boom. Regardless, the overall lack of awareness of the issue, as well as lack 

of concern could be indicative of a community that is either accepting of its’ 

descent into promotional saturation, or one that is already so promotionally 

saturated, adverts go unregistered. 

 

Throughout my research, the term, ‘Australianness’ has emerged several times. In 

Question 8, I asked participants in an open question to define this ‘Australianness’. 

Reoccurring answers typically referred to either the environment and hot climate 
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(“beaches”, “tans”, “sun”, “gold”) or to Australia’s wildlife (“koalas”, “kangaroos”, 

“crocodiles”). Interestingly, there were few comments on man-made features such 

as the Opera House. Ellams’ definition of ‘Australianness’ was also similar: 

 

“Australians like their “Australianness” to be present in some way on the 

design usually […], they’re quite content then to go with kangaroos, koalas, 

crocodiles, any form of wildlife […] I designed some tupperware for [a brand] 

over there, everything just had a goldy-natural texture to it, and maybe a 

lizard or two on the packaging, they love the animals on the packaging.” 

 

Later in the questionnaire, I enquired as to whether the participants felt exploiting 

‘Australianness’ to sell goods and services was wrong, to which, one third strongly 

disagreed and one third were neutral.  

 

 

 

With the majority in disagreement, it could be said that locals are content to have 

their culture used in promotion and to promote the culture itself. This could also 

suggest that the relationship between Sydney and the Advertising Industry was more 

balanced and mutually beneficial, as opposed to one party saturating the other. 

 

The final question in both the interview and the questionnaire pertained to the 

objective of this essay; has the East Coast become promotionally saturated? After 

explaining what was meant by ‘promotionally saturated’, I asked the questionnaire 
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participants to indicate to what extent they agreed and compared this apropos 

their age, once again to see if their familiarity with the region had an impact on their 

belief. 

 

 

 

All but one of the participants either disagreed or were neutral about the East 

Coast’s promotional saturation, however that one individual not only happened to 

be the youngest participant, but also Strongly Agreed with the statement, as 

opposed to the milder reactions of other participants. This result could be explained 

by Ellams’ response to the same question. He not only indicated a similar level of 

disagreement (“Not really”) to the majority of the participants, but also remarked on 

the cyclicality of East Coast advertising industries, in that whenever the industry does 

become too dominant, locals react, and the agencies stop. Older participants in 

the questionnaire may also be aware of such a cycle, and as a result believe that 

promotional saturation is unlikely, or at least, temporary. The younger participant on 

the other hand, being in the middle of a potential saturation period, may be less 

aware of its’ imminent decline and more inclined to protest it. 

 

In a world that now thrives on consumerism, induced by relentless advertising, it is 

hard to believe that any society can withstand promotional saturation. The East 

Coast of Australia, however, seems to be one such society. Their history with 

advertising has become the foundation of a relationship where the East Coast 

provides inspiration and material, and the industry repays it lucratively. The way 
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adverts are ingrained into East Coast landscapes suggests that the two parties have 

in turn developed one another. This is not to say that the relationship will always be 

mutually beneficial. As mentioned in the introduction, advertising on the Sydney 

Opera House was not just an issue of East Coast vs. Advertising, but class, culture, 

politics, ownership, ethics and wealth. Combined with the emergence of new 

advertising platforms, it is possible that the next major money-making event in 

Australia could tip the balance between commercialisation and tradition. However, 

attendance at the Sydney Opera House protests suggests locals are not only very 

much aware of when the industry has over-stepped its’ mark, but quick to prevent 

their region succumbing to complete promotional saturation. 

 

Future investigations could benefit from being conducted in proximity to major 

events, such as during the Perth Festival, ANZAC Day or the President’s Cup. The 

variety of events that take place on the East Coast provide several opportunities to 

see how the region’s advertising industries react and whether the stakeholder’s in 

such events have an influence. This could also provide a more precise indicator as 

to what influences the levels of promotional saturation. Should this investigation be 

performed again, I would also like to expand my questionnaire; perspectives from 

those who have not lived in the region for the entirety of their lives could support or 

disprove the theory of a cyclical relationship between the East Coast and 

advertising. It should also be noted that the order in which investigations were 

conducted could have had an impact on the findings; had I enquired about Ellams’ 

perspective of ‘Australianness’ and asked the participants to evaluate it, it could 

reveal just how closely the perspectives of advertisers and consumers align. 
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Appendix 

Questionnaire to examine perceptions of advertising among East Coast locals 

 

2) How long have you lived in Eastern Australia for? 
 

Little or none of 
my life 

Some of my life Half of my life Most of my life All my life 

 

3) How significant do you believe the Advertising Industry is in Eastern Australia? 
 

Insignificant Quite significant Of average 
significance 

The most 
significant 

I don’t know 

 

4) How often do you encounter adverts in your day-to-day life? 
 

Never Rarely Often Always I don’t notice 

 

5) Please rank the following options in order of which form of advertisement you’re most 
likely to pay attention to, with 1 being the most and 6 being the least (if Other is more 
than 6, please elaborate): 

Newspapers 
and magazines 

Posters, 
banners and 
flyers 

Television, 
radio and/ or 
cinema 

Internet 
(social media, 
influencers, 
websites etc.) 

Face-to-face 
discussions over 
the good or 
service 

Other: 
 
………………… 

  
 

    
 

 

6) This project was inspired by protests against Sydney Opera House being used to 
advertise Everest Horse Races. Please circle the statement that best describes your 
views: 

1) Please circle as appropriate. I am: 

a. Gender 
 

Male Female Prefer not to say  

b. Age 
 

25 or under 26 - 50 51 - 75 Over 75 

c. Occupation 
 

Student Unemployed Part-Time (less 
than 30 hours a 
week) 
 

Full-time (30 
hours a week or 
more 

 
 

House-maker Retired c. 2. If you have 
selected part-
time or full-
time, is this in 
the Advertising 
Industry? 

Please tick as 
appropriate: 

Yes No 
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I was unaware of the 
protests and am not 
concerned by this 

I was aware of the 
protests, but am not 
concerned by this 

I was unaware until 
now, however am 
concerned to hear this 

I was aware of this 
and have always been 
concerned by this 

 

7) Please rank the following options in order of which site you find most iconic of 
Australia, with 1 being the most and 6 being the least (if Other is more than 6, please 
elaborate): 

Cultural Heritage Sites, such a 
Sydney Opera House 

Natural Heritage Sites, such as 
Ayers Rock 

Mixed Heritage Sites, such as 
Kakadu National Park 

   

Other man-made sites, such as 
Harbour Bridge 

Other natural sites, such as 
Bondi Beach 

Other: 
………………………………………………. 

   

 

8) Research into Sydney’s Advertising Industry has identified a trend for “Australianness”. 
How would you define this: 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

 

9) Please tick the relevant 
box to indicate how 
strongly you agree with 
the following statements 

 

Strongly 
disagree 
 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 
agree 

a) Sydney Opera House is 
Australia’s Biggest 
Billboard 

 

     

b) Using any of the sites listed 
in Question 7 as a 
promotional platform is 
wrong 

 

     

c) Exploiting any aspect of 
“Australianness” to 
promote goods, products 
or Sydney itself is wrong 

 

     

d) Historical adverts from the 
industry’s past form an 
important aspect of 
Sydney’s culture 

 

     

e) There are so many adverts 
around Australia, I barely 
take notice of them 
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f) Australia has become a 
promotionally-saturated 
environment 

     

 

Transcript of Interview with Michael Ellams 

 

Interviewer First of all, for the purpose of this interview can you tell me what you design and how 
you come into contact with advertisers in your line of work? 
 

Ellams Certainly. I am a product designer, usually kitchenware and utensils. I don’t usually 
design the adverts myself, but I do work with advertisers so we can establish an 
overall theme or if I’m commissioned to work with a team, that usually involves 
advertisers 
 

Interviewer And how often does your work take you to Australia? 
 

Ellams Quite often. I’d say about 30-40% of my works takes place over there, or if not in 
places nearby. I quite like to go just for a holiday to be honest 
 

Interviewer Haha, don’t we all? So, in your own work, what are some of the key differences you’ve 
noticed when designing a product for an Australian firm as opposed to designing for 
one from [Britain]? 
 

Ellams Well, it’s weird, in some ways we’re quite different and in other ways we’re exactly 
the same. Australians like their “Australianess” to be present in some way on the 
design usually, I’ve had to tell multiple clients that Ayers Rock just doesn’t 
aesthetically work on a lot of products. That being said, they’re quite content then to 
go with kangaroos, koalas, crocodiles, any form of wildlife 
 

Interviewer That’s quite interesting. This term’s come up a few times actually, how would you 
define “Australianess”? 
 

Ellams Ooh, just a very chilled, simplistic vibe. Not Scandi Nordic simplistic, warmer than that, 
but you don’t need to add much to it. So for example, I designed some tupperware for 
[a brand] over there, everything just had a goldy-natural texture to it, and maybe a 
lizard or two on the packaging, they love the animals on the packaging 
 

Interviewer Australia is quite renowned for the natural scenery and wildlife, does that mean that 
eco-friendly and environmental issues are a big factor in design and in the promotion 
of products too? 
 

Ellams Hmm, kind of. Probably not as much of an emphasis as we put on it, however I kind of 
feel like that’s because they’ve been doing the green thing for years 
 

Interviewer Makes sense. So we’ve mentioned the animals, however one of the things that came 
up in my research was the increasing use of the Harbour Bridge and Sydney Opera 
House in promotion, whether that be to promote Australia itself or an Australian 
product. Is this something you’ve noticed? 
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Ellams Yes! That’s another one, the sails on the Opera House are a really prominent feature 
and actually worked really nicely when made into something like a silhouette on 
designs and adverts 
 

Interviewer Is that the same for the Harbour Bridge? 
 

Ellams The Harbour Bridge, not so much. I know it’s a statement piece and it’s been there 
longer, but it can’t really be distinguished more than any other bridge. I guess it would 
work but it wouldn’t really add any “Australianess” 
 

Interviewer That’s weird. ‘Cause as aforementioned, this project’s been inspired by the whole 
debate about whether it’s right to advertise on one of Sydney’s most iconic 
landmarks, and during my research I found that you’re not allowed to advertise on the 
Harbour Bridge, but you obviously are on the Opera House (inspiration behind project 
had been explained to Ellams before the interview) 
 

Ellams Yeah, that’s not to do with which ever one’s the most Australian, that’s just an 
architectural thing. It’s going to be far more difficult to put some kind of banner or 
poster on a bridge - when you have to consider the wind going past it, the cars, the 
boats underneath and all that - than just to project a light on to the [Opera] House. It’s 
the same with the Eiffel Tower, you can put lights on it, but not banners 
 

Interviewer Do you think then that if the Harbour Bridge was easier to advertise on, someone 
would have done it? 
 

Ellams I don’t see why not 
 

Interviewer So, out of curiosity, do you agree with using the Sydney Opera House as a billboard for 
the horse races? 
 

Ellams See, I don’t agree with it because I don’t think the gambling aspect needs to be sold, 
however if you’re talking about the actual usage of the Opera House itself as a 
platform, I can’t help but think the owner gave up their right to choose when they 
began projecting their own adverts onto it. Who owns it? 
 

Interviewer New South Wales Government. However, there are guidelines that say the Opera 
House Group get to choose what’s projected and when, they’re can even take down 
someone else’ advert for their own 
 

Ellams Well, there you go then, if they’re willing to put their own stuff up there, they’re not 
really concerned with the integrity of the building, more about who can make the 
most money 
 

Interviewer So you disagree with all the protesters? 
 

Ellams I disagree with calling it a billboard. It’s a gorgeous piece of architecture and deserves 
more respect than that. I was there on Remembrance Day and they projected poppies 
on the sides of it (interview temporarily pauses to look at Ellams’ photos of the scene) 
Thing is, things like that give the Opera House a new lease of life, it keeps everyone 
coming out to see it, so I don’t really think you can say ‘No projections on the house’ 
when it probably does a lot for tourism 
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Interviewer Yeah, you have a point there. So if you were there on Remembrance Day, you weren’t 
there that long after the protests, can I ask what the atmosphere was like? Did it feel 
like something big had just happened or that there was a buzz? 
 

Ellams Bit of a buzz, yeah. If you didn’t know what had gone on, you probably wouldn’t have 
noticed  
 

Interviewer So it wasn’t really something that left a big noticeable divide within the Sydney 
community? 
 

Ellams No, as soon as the advert was removed, they had no reason to protest. Went back to 
chilling 
 

Interviewer Sounds good. As you’ve mentioned, clients often ask to incorporate some Australian 
icons into your designs, but how would you feel if they asked you to design something 
that would then be advertised on these icons, so say on the Opera House itself, or on 
their more natural landmarks? 
 

Ellams I’d say it’s pointless to do that on the natural landmarks as they’re usually so far out 
the way, they won’t have an effect. If you put a poster on Ayer’s rock, you’d have 
forgotten about what it was advertising by the time you got back to any shopping 
areas. As for the Opera House and things like that, I’d say using such an icon for my 
range of products is overkill, it needs to be for big, grand events rather than individual 
products, that’s the way you’d really downgrade it.  
 

Interviewer And you don’t think advertising on such an icon in any way downgrades it? 
 

Ellams No. Unfortunately, that’s what happens when you make your building out of a big, 
white, shiny surface 
 

Interviewer Point taken. Advertising has quite historical roots in Sydney, do you know anything 
about these or feel they’re particularly evident? 
 

Ellams You’ll still find a lot of old adverts plastered up all over the place, but not in a creepy, 
derelict way, it’s like a reminder of what they’ve done before 
 

Interviewer So it’s not like a huge, prestigious industry in it’s own right, it’s just a part of the 
landscape? (Ellams agrees). Are Australians particularly different in the platforms they 
use to advertise or the way they do things? 
 

Ellams No, people underestimate Australia as a hub for activity, but they’re just as current as 
any other city. They still have internet and they had TV at the same time and radio, I 
think the only thing here is they don’t seem to have such a dedicated phone culture. 
They have them sure, but you won’t see people attached to them hanging on to every 
word from whoever people listen to these days [influencers] 
 

Interviewer Brilliant. Nearly finished, what would you recommend, what are the dos and don’ts 
for someone who wants to sell and advertise in Australia? 
 

Ellams Just research. Advertising isn’t a huge industry, people usually have smaller, own-
businesses which they’ll then link to a client or two, but because of that, if you do get 
it wrong, it’s very hard to recover. There aren’t many ways for you to go wrong, but in 
the same way, research, ‘cause if you have gone wrong, you’ve gone really wrong 
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Interviewer And final question, do you believe Australia can be described as a “promotionally-
saturated environment”? 
 

Ellams Not really. It’s got a lot of adverts but no more than any other city, plus I feel like 
whenever adverts do go over the top, people kick off, the agencies stop, and everyone 
moves on 
 

Interview Brilliant. Thanks a lot for your time 

 


