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 NewsWatch Canada undertook a content analysis study of newspaper coverage of 

Canadian broadcasting to examine how the press treats the issues and roles that public 

and private broadcasting play in determining public policy in a democratic society.  The 

study showed that most coverage of both public and private broadcasting is positive, but 

lacking in real debate on key public policy decisions.  The Canadian Broadcasting 

Corporation (CBC) is Canada’s national broadcaster and receives more favorable media 

coverage when it comes to public issues.  However, private broadcasters are not held to 

the same standards of serving the public trust. 

 The study wanted to know if the media is seen as democratic institutions or 

merely as businesses or sources of entertainment, responsible only to advertisers and 

consumers.  Do the self-interests of these large media corporations skew coverage away 

from their public responsibilities?  And the study also looked at how well the Canadian 

press interprets issues and developments related to government policy under which they 

operate. 

 
Why Study 
 
 Because there have been few studies on news media coverage of media issues. 

Studies done previously revealed only a small percentage devoted to the theme of the 

media, its role in election issues and outcomes.  The authors could find no study on media 

institutions and their roles in the democratic process. 

The only specific study notes was Kweon’s (2000) study on the mergers of 

American newsmagazines, which revealed a positive viewpoint on the media mergers 

taking place.   
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Research Study 
 
 Uzelman et al (2005) conducted a comparison of Canadian press coverage of 

private/commercial and public broadcasting, to find out if they are treated equally when it 

comes to their public interest concerns.  The examined the following questions: 

1) How favorable is press coverage towards the Canadian Broadcasting 

Corporation (CBC) and public broadcasting? 

2) Are the CBC and private broadcasters treated the same in performing their 

public duties? 

3) Does the CBC reporting and commentary reveal its democratic rationale? 

4) Do different newspapers cover issues differently?  

The premise of these questions lies in the Broadcasting Act of 1991 which 

requires Canadian ownership in order to maintain Canada’s “cultural, political, social and 

economic fabric.  Canadian broadcasting has been designed to reflect Canadian values, 

languages and its multicultural dimension.  Television programming is to be 

predominantly Canadian, and should be a forum for Canadian democracy. 

The CBC in particular has the obligations to provide Canadian programming in 

both English and French, to maintain a presence throughout the country in order to 

maintain a national Canadian identity.  As such, Canadian public broadcasting should be 

diverse but free of outside political and financial interests.  On the other hand, the 1986 

Task Force on Broadcasting Policy found that profit-driven corporations seek the largest 

possible audience, leading to a sameness in programming and thus neglecting the needs 

of a diverse society.  The Task Force found that commercial media tends to target a more 
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economically-advantaged audience to the detriment of the poor.  This fails to serve the 

public interest in promoting democratic ideals. 

The report also revealed that there is no way to ensure that broadcasters are 

meeting the objects of the Broadcasting Act.  In lieu of any official oversight, the role of 

the Canadian press is very important in holding broadcasters accountable for their 

legislated mandate.   

 

Content Analysis 
 
 NewsWatch Canada, a media monitoring project, studies the strengths and 

weaknesses of Canada’s news media.  NewsWatch Canada conducted a study of 

Canada’s largest daily newspapers.  Using a small sample in its study, NewsWatch 

Canada cautions that its findings should be taken as indicative of a need for further 

research rather than a set of definitive findings. 

 The content analysis was limited to Canada’s most-widely read newspapers: the 

Globe & Mail, National Post, and Toronto Star.   The Globe is a national newspaper and 

is seen as politically neutral.  The National Post, also a nationally distributed paper, 

reflects a more conservative viewpoint, and the Toronto Star is a local, daily paper seen 

as leaning to the left. 

   

 

Method and Findings 
 

NewsWatch Canada randomly selected 79 articles published between June 30, 

1999 and June 30 1999.  In that year’s sample, the research showed that the CBC and 
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public broadcasting on the whole received more coverage than private broadcasters.  

Most of the coverage that both public and private broadcasters received was more 

positive than negative. 

The Globe & Mail’s coverage of broadcasting was found more heavily devoted to 

public broadcasting (89%) than private (4%).  The sample of articles contained only two 

related to private broadcasters, and one of simply a mention in an article on public 

broadcasting. Articles drawn from the National Post were more balanced with 24% 

devoted to public broadcasting and 28% to private media. 

The sample was broken down by topic, with the main topics coded for the 

analysis.  A quarter of the articles were about the Canadian Radio-Television and 

Telecommunications Commission (CRTCC), the regulatory agency on broadcasting.  

Most of those articles were about changes in requirements of spending on Canadian 

content.  The next most discussed topic was the May 2000 restructuring of the CBC in a 

centralized English-language news service.  Convergence was another popular topic, 

covered more heavily by the National Post.  The Globe & Mail devoted more coverage 

than others than cuts to the CBC. 

The study found that all the newspapers were similar in one respect: they all 

lacked a serious discussion of the public responsibilities of all broadcasters. The legal 

mandate of the CBC was found in a quarter of the articles, but no articles focused on the 

legal responsibilities of private broadcasters.  The researchers surmised that this “blind 

spot in press coverage” shows a failing of the role of private broadcasters to meet their 

obligations under the Broadcasting Act  (Uzelman, p. 161). 
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An explanation as to why serious coverage of media issues is lacking is that often 

the reporting from all the papers cites institutional media sources for their information.  

This reliance on spokespersons from within the media creates a credibility gap on media 

coverage and criticism because of the choice of news sources, resulting in mostly 

favorable coverage. 

In terms of the sources used, public broadcasting was four times more likely to be 

seen positively than negatively, and favorable sources outnumbered critics by a two to 

one.    Negative coverage of public broadcasting was centered on the views of the former 

Reform Party which favored privatizing of the CBC. Other articles were simply critical of 

CBC operations.  The criticism of private broadcasting centered on Canadian content by 

CanWest Global.  No articles were critical of the principle of private broadcasting. 

Sources cited in articles from the Globe & Mail and the Toronto Star were shown 

to be more supportive of public broadcasting, while most of the sources used by the 

National Post were far more critical of CBC.  The Post also used more sources favorable 

to private broadcasters. No article from the Globe & Mail supported private broadcasting. 

These findings lead to the following conclusion: as a matter of public policy, 

public broadcasting is much more likely to receive more coverage when compared to 

private broadcasting, and that coverage tends to be far more favorable than negative.  

While there is far less coverage of private broadcasting, it does tend to be more favorable 

than negative.   

The coverage by Canada’s top newspapers reflects their political viewpoints on 

public versus private broadcasting.  The liberal Toronto Star was far more likely to 

support public broadcasting, and to see it as a matter in the public interest.  The Globe & 
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Mail, although seen as pro-business, is more supportive of public broadcasting, perhaps 

reflecting its more educated readership and reputation by national journalists. 

 The two main points to be drawn here is that there is much public discussion of 

Canadian public broadcasting and its mandate to serve the public interest; and the 

mandate of private broadcasting appears to be outside the public debate as covered by the 

newspapers. 

 
Conclusion 
 
 Newspapers tend to treat media mergers and related news more as 

business/economic, and technological convergence is seen more a positive development.  

Even the articles focused on the CBC’s reorganization tended to focus on the economic 

impact of cuts and restructuring, rather than much discussion on the public role of public 

broadcasting.  Far less discussed was the effects on “journalistic quality, diversity, and 

independence, and thus for democratic citizenship” (Uzelman, p. 164).  This lack of 

attention to global mergers in North America is more troubling in Canada because of its 

weakening of the social fabric of national identity. 

 The liberal reporting found in the newspapers also tends to believe less concern 

for Canadian content, and is increasingly more favorable to commercial broadcasting’s 

advantage in offering more programming choices.  Therefore, private broadcasting is not 

perceived to be within the realm of public debate. 

 The authors seek more press scrutiny of broadcasting to serve the public interest 

and its role in a democratic society. Both public and private broadcasters have an 

important role in forming public policy. 
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