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ABSTRACT 

During the last few decades there has been a fierce debate over the representation 

of business in the news media with serious accusations of distorted and biased reporting. 

This thesis attempts to test the validity of these claims by analyzing media coverage of the 

proposed bank mergers, which was Canada's leading business and public policy story in 

1998. 

The aim of this case study is twofold: to examine the main characteristics of busi- 

ness news, drawing upon contesting theoretical perspectives, such as the liberal pluralist, 

conservative and hegemony models; and to contniute to a filler understanding of how the 

media cover a public policy debate regarding business issues in contemporary Canadian 

democracy. 

Detailed analysis of a news content of a sample of newspaper, newsmagazine, and 

television stories shows that the media coverage of the proposed bank mergers had serious 

limitations. The findings regarding sourcing patterns cast considerable doubt on the liberal 

pluraiist notion that conceptualizes the news media as a "public forum" where diverse 

viewpoints are communicated to the public. However, they provide a rough confinnation 

of the existence of a hierarchy of access that favours the elites. The results also suggest 

that the coverage was hegemonic and a site of ideological contestation and political strug- 

gle, yet the media maintained to some extent their traditional watchdog role. Finally, the 

study refutes the conservative claims concerning the anti-business bias of news reporting. 
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I INTRODUCTION 

Media Power and the Politics of Business News 

Each day millions of Canadians turn to the news media to leam about important 

social and political events in their local community, in distant places across the country, or 

in the world. Reading newspapers, listening to the radio or watching television network 

news are for many of us a daily "rituai" but also the primary link to the wider world.' 

Bernard Cohen, who studied the American press, once wrote about the enormous 

capacity of newspapers to convey information and influence public thinking: "The press is 

significantly more than a purveyor of information and opinion. It may not be successfbl 

much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling 

its readers what to think about."2 

His speculation has been supported by other media scholars who argued that tele- 

vision news has become the most important source of information about political affairs in 

North America, with a similar power to influence standards of political judgment and 

choices. Shanto Iyengar and Donaid Kinder found that when evaluating complex political 

1. Statistics show that in L995 over 5.3 million newspapers were sold every day, in 1999 Canadi- 
ans listened to the radio an average of 20.4 h o w  per week and more than two million people 
assembled at ten and eleven o'clock each night to watch CBC's The National and the CTV 
National News. 

2. Cohen, B. (1963). The Press and Foreign PoIicv. Princeton: Princeton University Ress. p. 13. 



objects, citizens do not take into account all that they know, but rather those 'bbits and 

pieces of political memory"3 that they recall from television news. 

Because of their wide reach and relatively high credibility, the news media obvi- 

ously possess a great potential to educate people, shape public opinion and invite citizens 

into meanin@ discussions and active public participation. News organizations that per- 

form all these vital b c t i o n s  can make an important contribution toward a more vibrant 

democracy. However, there are a growing number of media critics who believe that in 

recent decades the news media have changed in significant ways. With changes in tech- 

nology and production, news media have moved away fiom their previously independent 

localism to become parts of national and international corporate entities! The changing 

nature of the ownership, the technology of news production, and the modes of distribution 

are transforming the news, which is becoming increasingly brief, superficial, sensational 

and conflict centred. It has little explanatory value and is difficult to use meaningfblly. 

Lance Bennett argues that the dominant forms of commercial media undermine the 

public sphere by transforming the news into a "product" packaged to capture large seg- 

ments of the audience, and turning citizens into consumers of media content? As a result, 

even the public has grown increasingly cynical of the role of the media in promoting 

active citizenship and democratic action. Yet, because most of the people are in no posi- 

tion to directly experience events that may be affecting their lives, they rely on the mass 

media to learn about and in a sense participate in public events. 

3. Iyengar, S., Kinder, 3. (1987). News That Matters. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. p. 
I 14. 

4. Bagdikian, B. (L987). The Media Monopoly. Boston: Beacon Ress. 
5. Bennett, W. L. (1988). The Politics of Illusion. Second Edition, New York: Longman. p. 3. 



News about business and the economy6 have increased in volume in recent years 

signaling the importance of business and the economy in the everyday Life of citizens and 

in the political and social life of the nation. The business section of most quality newspa- 

pers is replete with the latest corporate developments, reports on profits, news about take- 

overs, industrial relations, and wrongdoings. In addition, people find specialized columns 

on commodity markets, saving for retirement, stocks and bonds. Television networks pro- 

vide a considerable amount of expert information concerning various business issues 

through news and public affairs programming. Readers and viewers can also fmd infoma- 

tion regarding the government's role in the economy, and legislative initiatives which 

have a potential economic impact. Despite the fact that the news media generates a sub- 

stantial amount of information about business, researchers argue that people seem to know 

less about public affairs than they used to know? 

The media literature that focuses on the nature of business coverage suggests that 

news reports on business have serious limitations.8 While both newspapers and broadcast- 

e n  to some extent provide business news for a general audience, and that there are occa- 

sional special documentaries on particular business and economic topics, most business 

6. In the literature, the concepts of business coverage and economic coverage often overlap. For 
example, terms like inflation, devaIuation, deficit, debt, etc. are considered m some writings as 
economic news, however, they are referred to as business in other sources. In this thesis I tried 
to bridge the differences between these two terms, and decided to use them interchangeably. 

7. Lash, C. (1995). Stop Making Sense. In: R E. Hiebert (Ed.). Imaact of Mass Media. Current 
Issues. Chapel Hill: Longman Series in Public Communication. p. LO 1-105. 

8. Croteau, D., Hoynes, W. (1994). Bv Invitation Onlv: How the Media Limit Political Debate. 
Monroe: Common Courage Press; Croteau, D., Hoynes, W., Carragee K. M. (1996). The Politi- 
caI Diversity of Public Television: Polysemy, the Public Sphere, and the Conservative Critique 
of PBS. Journalism and Mass Communication Monom~hq June. Vo1.157.; Gans, H. 5. (1979). 
Decidinn What's News. New York: Random House; Iyengar, Kinder (1987); Neuman, W. R 
Just, M. R, CrigIer, A. N. (1992). Common Knowledne: News and the Construction of Political 
Meaning. Chicago: University of Chicago. 



news targets investors? Consequently, very little coverage is aimed at the audience as 

workers, consumers, or citizens, leaving them with a restricted vision of the economic 

sphere. 

Media scholars have also observed that journalists routinely turn to a limited range 

of sources, specifically to government or business officials, privileging the viewpoints of 

those with the most political and economic Simultaneously, the views of those 

outside the power elite, such as the organized labour force, consumer advocates, and crit- 

ics of capitalism, tend to be left out of the media spotlight or marginalized in the public 

discourse. David Croteau points out that one of the consequences of limited source diver- 

sity is the prevalence of an "insider" mentality in business coverage. This means that 

much of the coverage of business issues, as they relate to government policy, is less about 

the potential impact of proposed legislations, than it is about the political implications of 

policy for various politicians and other powem players. l Thus, business news is highly 

politicized in the sense of being discussed primarily in the context of the careers of indi- 

vidual politicians or political parties. 

Some studies have looked at how much business news reflects the complexity of 

public Life, where economic, political, and social processes are highly integrated. l2 Gov- 

9. Croteau, Hoynes (1994); Cmteau, Hoynes, Carragee (1996); Danielian, L. H., Page, B. I. 
(1 994). The Heavenly Chorus: Interest Group Voices on TV News. American Journal of PoIiti- 
cal Science. Vol. 38. p- 1056-78; Gans, H. J. (1979). Deciding What's News, New Yo& Ran- 
dom House; [yengar, Kinder (1987); Neuman, lust, CrigIer (1992). 

10. Croteau, Hoynes (1994); Ericson, R V. Baranek, P. M., Chan, J. B. (1989). Nepotiatine Con- 
trol. Toronto: Toronto University Press; Gans (1979); Hackett, R A- (1983). The Depiction of - 
Labour and Busmess on National Television News. Canadian JoumaI of Comunication, VoI. 
1 O(1). p. 5-50; Hackett, R A. (1985). A Hierarchy of Access.: Aspects of Source Bias in Cana- 
dian TV News. Joumdism Chmterlg Vol. 62(2). p. 256-265,277. 

1 1. Croteau, Hoynes (1994). 



emment policies always affect business practices, business decisions affect consumer 

options, and consumers have the right to vote and elect politicians. This means that busi- 

ness coverage should reflect upon the explicit links that exist between these three spheres. 

However, most business or economic news, is presented in a relatively hgmented and 

isolated manner. The separation of economic news from other coverages, was observed by 

Herbert Gans who wrote: 

"While-and perhaps because-the news consistently reports political and 

Legal failures to achieve altruistic and official democracy, it concerns itself 

much less with the economic barriers that obstruct the realization of the 

ideal .... The relative inattention to economic obstacles to democracy steams 

&om the assumption that the policy and the economy are separated and inde- 

pendent of each other."13 

Klaus B. Jensen, assistant professor at the University of Copenhagen, also points 

out that in business news, events are rarely explained with reference to each other: Causes 

and consequences are absent from economic stories making it appear that "economic pro- 

cesses, are taking on a life of their own."14 Thus, instead of a more comprehensive frame, 

viewers are presented with isolated hgments of economic, social and political reality. 

Up to this point, I have presented the most common characteristics of business 

coverage: the lack of content and source diversity, and the hgmented nature of the infor- 

mation presented in business news. The empirical evidence is not encouraging; on the 

contrary, it suggests that business coverage, in general, tends to fall short of the ideal of 

12. Jensen, K. B. (1987). News as Ideology: Economic Statistics and the Pntiticd Ritual in Televi- 
sion Network News. Journal of Communication. Vol. 37(1). p. 10; Croteau, Hoynes (1994) 

13, Gans (1 979). p, 45. 

14. Jensen (1987). 



thorough and informative news. Thus, it is not surprising that one of the most popular dis- 

cussions among citizens, researchers and academics, in respect to business news, has 

unfolded around the issue of media bias. Studies conducted in the United States, Britain, 

and Canada present contending results: while some studies have found evidence in sup- 

port of anti-business bias, others suggest that the media favours pro-business perspectives. 

This thesis employs a case study method to examine news coverage of the contro- 

versy surrounding the proposed mergers of the Royal Bank of Canada (RBC) with the 

Bank of Montreal (BOM), and the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce (CIBC) with the 

Toronto Dominion Bank (TDB). The aLn of this thesis is to explore the nature of coverage 

of this very important business and public policy issue and to determine the main charac- 

teristics of business news in Canada. 

Business News in Canada: The Proposed Bank Mergers 

This thesis examines news coverage of the proposed mergers of Canada's four 

largest banks. The events, which received considerable media attention, were part of a 

larger debate sunounding the restructuring of Canada's Financial Service Industry. In this 

thesis it is argued that the nature of media coverage had obvious significance for public 

discourse because the Wormation the news media provided or did not provide influenced 

how citizens understood and evaluated the merger proposals and the state of the country's 

financial services. Moreover, the news media can signal what is important, who is worth 

Listening to, and how citize~w should make sense of the issues under consideration. 

This thesis is conceived in part as an empirical test of two competing perspectives 

on the role of the news media in a democratic society, nameIy the liberal pfuraiist and the 



media hegemony perspective. Adherents of the liberal-pluralistic position argue that the 

mass media safeguard democracy by providing a forum for diverse viewpoints and acting 

on behalf of citizens by raising their own and oppositional voices against govemment and 

influential corporate officials who, given their position and accessibility to the media, may 

exclude other voices from deliberation on important public issues. 

By contrast, the media hegemony model posits that the mass media along with 

other major institutions in society generate ways of understanding the world allied with 

the interests of those in power. As a result, they help perpetuate a structure of dominance 

and the status quo. 

This case study raises important questions, such as: Do media have an independent 

capacity to set the public agenda or, on the contrary, are Canadian news media systemati- 

cally subordinated to the state and other established institutions, such as powerful corpora- 

tions, corporate sponsored think tanks, and lobby-groups? Have the news media settled for 

a comfortable role as "keepers of the official report," while government and banking 

elites, driven by conflicting interests, shape the nature of the discourse? I have chosen to 

focus on the following research questions: 

Was coverage of the proposed bank mergers "indexed" implicitly to the 

range and dynamics of the debate among government officials and the CEOs 

of the four banks? 

How did the news media treat the interests of bank c o m e r s  and employ- 

ees? 

There are several reasons to study this area of coverage: First, in recent years, the 

business community has emerged as a powem political actor, often challenging the legit- 

imacy of government institutions, and public policies. In addition, some have argued that 



the relationship between the media and business is adversarial, with the business elite 

accusing the media of distorted, stereotypical, and biased treatment of business issues. 

There is another important rationale for this research. Because the banking system 

is the cornerstone of capitalism, media coverage of this event can be seen as a key litmus- 

test for how business is depicted in the Canadian news media. 

The third important issue that this case study attempts to examine is the relation- 

ship among journalists, government organizations and corporations in setting the public 

agenda. Media scholars have theorized that sources can be as powefil as journalists in a 

media system, in setting the agenda for policy debate, recruiting ideological support, and 

neutralizing opposing interests. This thesis attempts to investigate how business reporters 

establish relations with authorized knowers in the banking sector and government bureau- 

cracies to marshal expert opinions and perspectives. It also asks whether granting almost 

exclusive attention to these sources violates the principle of objective reporting and pro- 

duces partial representations of the world, which are skewed toward dominant institutions 

and values. 

Finally, the concept of hegemony seems especially promising in accounting for the 

triadic relationship among government business, and the news media, and the link 

between political power and journalistic practices. One argument is that media institutions 

serve a hegemonic function by continuaIIy producing a cohesive ideology, a set of com- 

monsensical values, beliefs, and norms that reproduce and legitimize the existing social, 

political and economic structure. Proponents of the hegemony claim that the continuing 

tendency in mahtream media towards privileging bureaucratic organizations and elite 

sources and journalists' adherence to the norm of objectivity is threatening democracy 



because people don't have access to information, ideas or solutions that lie outside of the 

dominant ideology. 

The case study employs a multi-method approach. One important level of analysis 

focuses on the actual news coverage given to the proposed bank mergers by some of the 

principal news outlets in English speaking Canada: the Globe and Mai!, the Toronto Star, 

and the weekly magazine, Maclean's; and in the evening newscasts of the CBC and C W 

television networks. 

Employing another level of analysis, I hteMewed 10 journalists who extensively 

covered the debate. I looked at the process of news production, specifically how journal- 

ists negotiated news content with powerfid sources such as government officials and 

banking elites, focusing on strategies, tactics, and the perceived success of journalists and 

sources in this regard The results of these interviews were compared and contrasted to 

data fkom the quantitative analysis. This comparative analysis provided an in-depth look at 

how the news was constructed and presented to the readers and viewers. 

In the following section a brief overview of the milestones in the proposed bank 

mergers debate will give the reader a context in which this significant event took place. 

The Bank Mergers Debate: Milestones of the Process 

The financial service industry is a vital and dynamic component of the Canadian 

economy. It includes a plethora of institutions such as banks, trust companies, mutual fund 

providers, insurance companies, investment houses, and credit unions. The banking sec- 

tor, which is the most influential part of this industry, offers a variety of financial products 

and provides customers with the ability to consume aud invest. 



In December 1997, the Government of Canada set up the Task Force on the Future 

of the Financial Service Sector (federal Task Force), to inquire into public policies affect- 

ing the financial services sector. In addition, the federal Task Force was expected to make 

recommendations to enhance the sector's contniutions to job creation, economic growth, 

competition, and efficiency; to increase the international competitiveness of the sector in 

light of the globalization of financial services, while at the same time maintaining strong, 

vibrant domestic institutions; to expand the sector's ability to take 111 advantage of tech- 

nological advances as they occur and to meet the competitive challenges resulting fiom 

the introduction of new technology, and to proceed in the best interests of Canadian con- 

sumers.'' The federal Task Force was expected to be delivered to the Minister of Finance 

in September, 1998. 

Meanwhile, on January 23, 1998, the Royal Bank of Canada and the Bank of Mon- 

treal announced plans to merge and create one mega-bank. The proposed merger captured 

headlines and was the lead story in newspapers and broadcast news, moving the public's 

attention to the debate surrounding Canada's financial sector. The deal the two banks were 

proposing would have qualified as the largest corporate merger ever in Canada. The new 

bank would rank as the country's largest single employer, with 85,000 employees. It 

would be a true behemoth of international proportions, with $453 billion in assets. When 

ranked according to market capitabation, the combined entity would be the 10th largest 

financial institution in North America, and 22nd in the wor~d.'~ Speaking at the news con- 

ference the chairman and CEO of the RBC, John Cleghom, stated that "This merger will 

15. Vesey, D., Holmes, 1. (1998). Proposed Merger of the Bank of Montreal and the Royal Bank of 
Canada Financial Redation Rewrt London. p. La-19. 

16. Noble, K. (1998). Big and Biggec A $39b Deal Challenges Ottawa's Policy on Bank Mergers. 
Maclean's. VoI. 11 I(5). p. 42. 



create a Canadian-based, internationally competitive bank with a strong North America. 

platform which allows us to cost-effectively deliver quality products and services to Cana- 

dians, and retain high-quality products and services jobs in canada."17 

Finance Minister Paul Martin, upon learning about the proposed merger of the 

RBC and the BOM, stated that the proposal required a process of consultation and a care- 

ful and considerate study. Therefore he decided to wait until the Task Force completed its 

report and parliamentary committees held public hearings on the bank mergers before 

making a decision about whether the deal would be approved. Martin indicated that 

despite the pressures from bank executives, the federal government would base its verdict 

on the best interest of Canadians. 

Only a few months later, on April 17, 1998, the TDB and the CIBC made public 

their plans to join forces. The chairman of the CIBC, A1 Flood, told a news conference 

held on the day of the second announcement the followings: 

"This proposed merger will bring added strength and vigour to our financial 

services industry which will be able to meet the best cornpetiton tiom any- 

where around the world. ... Our merger is about creating a new globally com- 

petitive financial s e ~ c e s  institution based in Canada and owned primarily 

by Canadians. It's about providing customers with more product choice, at 

better value and at lower prices. It's about forming an innovative new com- 

pany that will create more jobs, higher skilled jobs."18 

The merger proposals ran up against policies and prevailing attitudes that the fed- 

eral Task Force had been trying to untangle as it considered how best to arm Canada for 

17. Schachter, H. (1 998). Shall Big Buy Big? Canadian Banker Vol. 105(2). p. 18-22. 

L8. Excerpt fiom the speech of AL Flood, chairman of the CIBC, presented at a news conference on 
ApriI I f ,  1998. 



the future. At the time, no law expressly prohibited bank mergers, but the government had 

long followed an informal policy that in financial services '%ig shall not buy big."lg 

Therefore any merger required the finance minister's approval. In response to the second 

bank merger announcement, Paul Martin again indicated that he would await the Task 

Force's advice before deciding whether to approve the deals. 

Opponents of the bank deals had also been vocal. The National Bank of Canada 

presented a strong case against the proposed mergers, calling for a continuation of the sta- 

tus quo?o It argued that greater concentration would not necessarily lead to higher operat- 

ing efficiency and that changes in technology would be unlikely to bring major changes in 

the relationship between size and economics of scale in the foreseeable future. 

The Bank of Nova Scotia's (Scotiabank) CEO Peter Godsoe, the only major bank 

chairman professing opposition to any big merger, warned that ownership must be consid- 

ered by the government in the context of what would be in the national interest in specific 

industries. In particular, potential negative outcomes needed to be weighed very carefblly. 

These included branch closings, possible reductions in service levels in various communi- 

ties across the country, and job losses. 

Consumer and small business advocates, alarmed at the prospect of two banks con- 

trolling 70 per cent of the country's bank deposits, strongly opposed the merger. The Fed- 

eration of Independent Business, the Consumers' Association of Canada and some 

opposition parties expressed doubts in one form or another. NDP leader Nexa McDon- 

ough emphasized that a parIiamentar-y committee should hear from ordinary Canadians 

before any bank merger was approved. Meanwhile, the Reform party noted that if Cana- 

19. Schachter (1998). 

20. Schachter (1998). 



dian banks are allowed to merge into mega-banks then the domestic market should be 

opened to foreign competition in order to protect consumers' interest. 

On September 15, 1998, the Task Force, lead by a Saskatchewan lawyer Harold 

MacKay, released its final report on the future of the Canadian financial semices sector. 

While the Task Force was not asked to pass judgment on specific merger proposals, it 

examined merger policy issues as part of its broad review of Canadian financial services. 

It concluded that bank mergers are valid business strategies and recommended that merger 

proposals should be subject to formal review to determine their impact on the public inter- 

ests. 

Three months later, speaking at an Ottawa news conference on December 14, 

1998, the Minister of Finance brought the bank merger issue to a conclusion. After 

reviewing the reports received fioom the ad hoc committee of federal Liberal members of 

Parliament (Liberal Task Force), the House of Commons finance committee, the Senate 

banking committee, the Office of the Superintendent of Financial Lnstitutions (OSFI), and 

the Bureau of Competition Policy, Paul Martin decided not to allow the proposed bank 

mergers to proceed. He said that the further concentration of ownership and economic 

power in financial services would give too much control to these mammoth sized institu- 

tions over the number of branches, the credit-card industry and the retail brokerage market 

in Canada. The lack of a legislative h e w o r k  for the financial industry raised enough 

concerns for PauI Martin to rehe the proposals. In response to merger proponents, who 

wanted the mergers to be allowed in order to change the status quo, Martin replied that 

"the status quo must be changed before any other merger proposal can be considered." 

From the beginning the media treated the proposed bank mergers as an important 

and exciting story. What made headIines was the clash among powerful government offi- 



cids, bank executives, experts, regulators, and public interest groups. It was apparent that 

elite groups, including top government and banking officials, were locked in competition 

often attempting to discredit each other's positions. Each of the players tried to shape the 

political process and gain public support. 

What gave a special 'twist' to this business story is the fact that the debate 

involved the banking sector, the cornerstone of capitalism. Banks are society's f'inancial 

intermediaries; they meet the country's credit needs by making funds available to individ- 

uals and businesses, among them the media organizations. They are the major engines of 

the economy. They also make significant contniutions to political campaigns and lobby- 

ing activities. This puts government-business relations into a unique perspective, in which 

state officials have a strong interest in maintaining 'business confidence.' At the same 

time, government officials also face pressures and expectations from citizens and voters. 

To ignore such pressures and expectations would be to threaten the legitimacy of the state 

and the confidence of citizens. 

This case study may provide valuable insight on how the news media, which 

claims to be relatively independent &om these powefil institutions, treated a story in 

which established interests were pitted against each other and in which the concerns of cit- 

izens and consumers had to be reflected. The thesis A1 test important theories of media- 

state relations and shed a critical tight on the norms and values of Canadian news organi- 

zations and journalists. 



Outline of the Thesis 

The role of the press as an agent of political communication is a contested one. It 

hinges in large part on the press's legal, economic, organizational, and ideological rela- 

tionships with the state and other powerful institutions in society Chapter Two of this the- 

sis offers a theoretical overview supplemented by empirical evidence, of the competing 

liberal-pluralist and conservative views on how business has been portrayed by the North 

American mass media. It also presents a diverse array of theories about the nature of news 

and how it is created. This theoretical overview focuses on the development of critical and 

cultural studies perspectives which point to the degree to which the institutional aspects of 

news media reinforce an ideological hegemony. Some contemporary theories of the press 

are also integrated into this chapter, such as Lance Be~ett 's  theory of 'Press-State Rela- 

tions'. Further, this chapter surveys the major perspectives on news determinants, such as 

market forces, organizational routines and the individual and professional motives of jour- 

nalists, with special emphasis on the problematic nature of objective journalism and the 

reliance on elite sources in covering business issues. 

The results of the content analysis are presented in Chapters Three and Four. 

Chapter Three describes the basic characteristics of the sample and discusses sourcing pat- 

terns that emerged fiom news stories. Chapter Four descriies a second stage of research, 

in which additional data was collected regarding the topics, issues and tone of coverage. 

Chapter Five brings together the empirical hdings and the perspectives of a representa- 

tive sample of journalists who were interviewed for this study. This last chapter also con- 

tains my conclusions and recommendations for M e r  research on media-business 

relations, 



I1 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Theories of the Press: The Reality of Business News 

This chapter offers a theoretically relevant interrogation of three competing theo- 

ries on the roles of the mass media in public discourse: the liberal pluralist, conservative, 

and media hegemony models. The main argument in this section is that each of these per- 

spectives has important implications for the media's treatment of business news in partic- 

ular, and for media-government-business relations in general. First, I will discuss the 

liberal-pluralist model. The proponents of this perspective perceive the news media as an 

essential connecting point between government decision maken and the public, as a vital 

link through which people exercise their democratic rights. Conservative critics, presented 

next, claim that the news media are power seeking organizations that have a liberal bias, 

and that subvert traditional values. Finally, fiom the standpoint of the hegemony model, 

the news media are part of the corporate and political establishment and as such reflect 

dominant political forces, ideologies and policies. Consequently, they promote consensus 

and reinforce the status quo in society. 

Recently, media scholars have been interested in breaking out of the theoretical 

controversy that surrounds the role of news media in contemporary capitalism. Lance 

Bennett's theory of 'Press-State Relations' is one of several attempts to synthesize the 

diverse perspectives into a general theory of the press. It offers a basis for understanding 



journalists' reliance on official sources and it also desmies the way in which stories are 

"indexed" so as to accommodate the potentially competing interests and ideologies of the 

actors (media owners, editors, journaIists, government officials) who create the news. 

Ln addition, this chapter surveys the major perspectives on news determinants, 

such as economic factors, organizational practices, and the values and motives of journal- 

ists. 

The Liberal Pluralist Perspective 

The liberal pluralist view on society and media was rooted in the eighteenth cen- 

tury Enlightenment. This worldview, which presented a version of society based on the 

equality of human beings and their "narural rights," claimed to take the perspective of all 

members of society rather than those of a privileged group. It also advocated 'liberty of 

the press.' This view has since been the legitimating ideology of modern capitalistic soci- 

eties and an inspiration for those who believe in an independent media system. 

First and foremost, liberal pluralists celebrate the idea of a fiee press. As a vital 

part of the media system, news organizations are able to "enlighten" people by mediating 

a vast amount of information and knowledge about social and political issues that are nec- 

essary for active and meaningfid public participation. Well informed citizens, liberal 

thinkers argue, are able to make intelligent decisions and take appropriate actions in accor- 

dance with their own individual and collective interests. 

In order to be active participants in a democratic society, people need information 

about their world, information that comes from a wide range of sources, about a wide 

range of people and events. In its role as idionnation source, the media ought not to tell 



viewers what to think Instead, news should expose viewers and readers to what others are 

thinking and doing. The news media are to present the diverse groups involved in or 

affected by any given issue. Thus, rather than providing the predigested view of current 

events, or one that equates "debate" with the views of the two sides, media can serve as a 

"forwn" that allows for a broad exchange of ideas. Among contemporary media scholars 

Pad Hirsch and Horace Newcomb conceptualize the media system, particularly televi- 

sion, as a "cultural forum."' They assert that television: 

"as centrd c d t d  medium it presents a multiplicity of meanings rather than 

a monolithic dominant point of view, It often focuses on our most prevalent 

concerns, our deepest dilemmas. Our most traditional views, those that are 

repressive and reactionary, as well as those that are subversive and emanci- 

patory, are upheld, examined, maintained, and transformed. The emphasis is 

on the process rather than product, on discussion rather than indoctrination, 

on contradiction and confision rather than coherence.'" 

Liberal p l d s t s  maintain that mass media have the capacity to introduce viewers 

to the experiences and thoughts of people Living in the neighborhood, across the nation, or 

on the other side of the world. Indeed, print and broadcast media since their inceptions, 

have been lauded for theu ability to bridge regional, national and cultural differences. But 

if news is to serve democratic purposes, as Croteau and Hoynes argue, and live up to its 

1, Newcomb, H., Hirsch, P. M, (1994). Television as a Cuiturai Forum. In: H. Newcomb (Ed-). 
Television - The Critical View. Fifth Edition. New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press. p. 
503. 



potential, then "a commitment to looking beyond convention, moving outside of insider 

circles, and including k s h  perspectives is essential." 

Beside being a source of substantial information and a forum where diverse opin- 

ions can be communicated to citizens, the news media can play another important role. 

Liberal thinkers often conceptualize the media as a "watchdog," guarding against potential 

abuses by government and other powerful institutions in society. Traditionally, the fiee 

press called the public's attention to the misdeeds and threats, corruption and ineptitude of 

those in power. But times have changed, as well as the media's watchdog role. While the 

realiv of a watchdog media is certainly in question, the popular image of the aggressive 

investigative reporter is still powem. This myth persists in part because journalists them- 

selves cultivate the image as a means of legitimizing their enterprise and avowing their 

independence. 

Liberal pluralists contend that although autonomous, the media are also held 

accountable and responsible to their audiences and to the social system as a whole. This is 

achieved through the mechanisms of a 'marketplace of ideas,' the legal Wework estab- 

lished by the state, and journalists' own sense of professional responsibilit~ 

The liberal pluralist view of the news media has been celebrated by prominent 

media scholars such as Herbert Gans, James Carey, David Altheide and Edward  s stein.' 

3. Croteau, Hoynes (1 994). 

4. Hackett, R A. (1991). News and Dissent: The Press and the PoIitics of Peace in Canada. Nor- 
wood: Ablex hblishing Corporation. 

5. Gans, H. (1974). Popnlar Culture and Hi& Culture. New Yo& Basic Books; Carey, J. (1988). 
Media. M e .  and Narratives. BeverIy Hills: Sage; Ntheide, D. L. (1976). Creatinp Reafitv. 
Beverly Hills and London: Sage; Epstein, E. (1973). News from Nowhere. New York: Random 
House. 



Some of them conducted empirical studies6 of news production. Although most of these 

sociological studies placed newsmaking within complex organizational imperatives result- 

ing fiom the interplay of economic and ideological constraints, professional codes and 

news values, and transactions among a variety of reporters - the researchers maintain that 

news is a product of a consensus, created through a series of compromises and complex 

interactions? They argue that the allegedly liberal bias of reporters is countered by the 

processes of gatekeeping and filtering, which tend to exclude socially critical narratives 

and radical points of view fiom news accounts. 

They emphasize that despite the media's reliance on established sources, such as 

political or military leaders or corporate executives, excessive concentration of power is 

avoided by the means of competition among power-holding groups within society, and 

through mechanisms (such as elections) that keep the elites accountable to a much broader 

public. Pluralists believe that competition among differing interests is also bound and kept 

manageable by an overriding consensus around basic social values, such as individual lib- 

erty, fiee enterprise and the prerogatives of property ownership, patriotism, representative 

government, and the competitive pursuit of individual self-hLfillment.* 

The liberal tradition is still very popular among ordinary citizens and those work- 

ing in the news industry- Some theorists argue that the liberal-democratic Wework  is the 

dominant media M e  according to which events are selected, presented and interpreted 

in the news? Hackett and Zhao claim that it also influences the extent to which the rituals 

of objectivity are applied in different kinds of news. 

6. AItheide (1976); Epstein (1973); Gans (1979). 

7. KeUnerp D. (1990). Television and the Crisis of Democracy Boulder Westview Press. 
8. Hackett (199 1). 



The Conservative Perspective 

Conservative media criticism became a growth industry in the early 1970's. Cri- 

tiques claimed that the mass media had lost their relative independence fkom other institu- 

tions in society, and became power seeking organizations, adopting an unduly adversarial 

approach towards rival institutions, notably business, government, and political leader- 

ship. The Watergate story had a lot to do with these accusations. It was a classical example 

of a watchdog press in action. Atter two years of intensive press scrutiny led by two ambi- 

tious reporters, Robert Woodward and Carl Bemstein, President Nixon and his adminis- 

tration were forced to resign. But the legacy of Woodward and Bemstein inspired many 

other journalists, who employed their newsgathering practices. This led to a resurgence in 

'investigative journalism' and an increase in reporting on corporate behavior, govemment 

cormp tions, and inept public policies. I0 

But the post Watergate mentality was not the only reason for the negative media 

coverage that some businesses received. Kent MacDougall, who studied media-business 

relations extensively, argues that the corporate crime wave which had culminated during 

1970s, also affected business' reputation. He referred to a Fortune magazine story, which 

had documented the fact that 117 of the largest and most prestigious U.S. corporations 

were convicted of federal offenses. There were cases of criminal antitrust violations, bni- 

ery, and kickbacks, illegal political contniutions, fraud and tax evasion. Beside the series 

9. Hackett, R A., Zhao Y. (1998). Sustaininn Democraw? Journalism and the PoIitics of Obiec- 
tivity. Toronto: Garamond Press. 

10. Dreier, P. (1982). Capitalists vs, the Media An Analysis of an Ideological Mobilization 
Amongst Business Leaders. Media. Culture and Society. Vol. 4. p. 118. 



of scandals, there was the dollar crisis, the energy crises, and other signs of fundamental 

problems with the American economy. 

In this climate, business leaders worried that elected officials would translate the 

public's declining confidence in business into anti-business Legislation. They viewed the 

political reforms undertaken in the U.S. during the 1970s, as dangerous obstacles to corpo- 

rate profits and a healthy economy.' ' The business elite was firmly convinced that if those 

responsible for shaping public opinion, particularly the news media, universities and other 

cultural and intellectual forums, were accurately informed about the benefits of the capi- 

talist economic system, business's standing in the polls and among legislators would 

improve. Therefore they launched campaigns in which they claimed that the news media 

were hostile, d a i r  and lacked a basic understanding of business and the economy. Con- 

servatives accused reporters and editors of being not only 'economically illiterate,' but 

destructive as well. U.S. Vice-President Spiro Agnew's complaint that a "small group of 

men decide what the country will learn each day", and that ''this group of people have 

acquired the power to make or break politicians or policies", was perhaps the best known 

critique in a long line of attacks against the supposed liberal bias in the US news media In 

later speeches, Agnew referred to the "eastern, liberal-biased media establishment as an 

"effete corps of impounded mobs" and as "nattering nabobs of negativism".12 Critical 

media theorist Douglas Kellner notes that this and similar right wing positions have been 

promoted for several years by TV Guide, as it employed conservative writers such as 

Edith Efion, Patrick Buchanan, and Kevin Philips, who argued that television subverted 

traditional values and promoted a left-liberal sociopoliticaI agenda. Efion considered tele- 

L 1. Dreier (1 982). p. 2 1. 

12. Barnow, E. (1975). Tube of Plenty. New Y o k  University Press. p. 443. 



vision a "mouthpiece for 'ecological stop-growth-types', 'nuclear Luddites,' 'plutonopho- 

nes,' and Third World and socialist tyrannies", while exhibiting hostility toward US 

business, labour, the military and new technology.L3 In The Media Elite Lichter et al. con- 

cluded that the news media have become dominated by a "new class" of journalists, 

"politically liberal and alienated from traditional norms and institutions," and inclined to 

come up with stories with antiauthority themes.14 Ben Stein attacked television entertain- 

ment programming for promoting antibusiness sentiments. He portrayed television as a 

"concerted attack" on conservative values and traditional institutions. After viewing 

numerous shows and interviewing their creators, Stein concluded: 

"There is, on prime-time television, a unified picture of life in the United 

States that is an alternate reali ty... Television land is a world in which the 

respectable pillars of society turn their daughters out to become prostitutes 

and heirs kill their Business-men make their real money by turn- 

ing sweet-faced youngsters into junkies and barely pubescent girls into 

depraved hookers ... The world of television is peopled by killers wearing 

three-piece suits, heroin pushers operating behind a facade of civic responsi- 

bility, murderers of go-go dancers sitting behind massive mahogany desks in 

the corridors of power."'5 

In 1981, the U.S. Media Institute conducted a study that found that television 

entertainment presents a negative picture of US business by depicting most business char- 

acters as evildoers or buffoons.16 

13. TV Guide (1977). October 8. p. AS-A6. 

14. Lichter, S. R, Rothman, S., Lichter, L. (1986). The Media Elite. Bethesda: Ader & Adler. The 
authors of the study base their arguments on surveys and thematic apperception tests of journal- 
ists for top national news o ~ t i o n s  compared to another elite, namely businessmen. 

IS. Stein, B. (1979). The View fiom Sunset Botdevatd New York: Basic Books. 



A decade later Thomas and LeShay, based on their content analysis, disputed the 

Media Institute's conclusions, arguing that "it is wealth, not business per se, that is stigma- 

tized on television."17 Lichter et al., engaging the debate, sought to produce a scientifi- 

cally valid overview of life on television as it has evolved since the 1950s. Their primary 

goal was to identify the social and political themes and values that prime-time television 

conveyed, and to chart these changes over time.'* Among other findings, they observed 

television's dramatic turnaround in the portrayal of business executives: 

'Though television is big business, big business has become television's 

favorite villain. Before 1965 there were twice as many good guys as bad 

guys among corporate executives portrayed on prime time. In the following 

decade the proportion was reversed into two villains for every hero. By 1980 

a majority of the CEO's portrayed on TV committed felonies. Businessmen 

now make up the largest group of murderers; in W's executive suite, crime 

is the bottom 

Lichter et aI. argued that their data suggested that television's negative portrayal of 

business characters was no mere artifact of an aversion to wealth. Instead, the milieu of 

business itself was treated as one of greed and corruption. The negative portrayaI of busi- 

ness, they stated, contradicts the hegemonic paradigm but is consistent with the attitudes 

16. Theberge, L. J. (Ed.). (L98 1). Crooks. Conmen and Clowns: Businessmen in TV Entertain- 
menk Washington: The Media Institute. 

17. Thomas, S. & LeShay, S. V. (1992). Bad Business? A Reexamination of Television's Portrayal 
of Businessperson. Journal of Communication. VoI. 42(1). p. 98. 

18. Their research methodology combined the systematic observation of scientific content analysis 
with a holistic approach. They examined pIots and themes as well as characters. They analyzed 
a randomly based sample of 620 prime-time shows. 

19. Lichter, S. R, Lichter, L., Rothman, S. (1992). Watchinn America, New York: Prentice-KalI. 



of the Hollywood creative community, which tends to uphold politically progressive 

views. According to the authors: 

"Surveys show that the creators, writers, and directors of television series or 

feature films depict the institutions of business in low esteem, and regard 

their own occupational functions as encompassing social reform as well as 

entertainment.'"O 

The study also suggests that Hollywood has become a bastion of political activism, 

whose members are forthright in their support for progressive causes and liberal po titical 

candidates?' 

The 66Progressive" Perspective 

To counteract the conservative critics, progressive media scholars have themselves 

taken up the language of bias. Todd Gitlin, a professor at New York University, argues 

that while television entertainment may appear unkind to businessman in particular, it is 

scarcely unkind to the values of a business civikation in general. The supposedly "bad" 

reputation of business stems not fiom hostile, left-liberal writers or producers as Lichter 

and his colleagues claim, but from the networks' obsession with marketability and profit- 

ability?2 Thus, the networks are more likely to finance and run programs that attract the 

largest conceivable audiences. Producers fiegnently reach into their repertoires for popu- 

20. Lichter, S. R, Lichter, L., Rothman, S. (1983). Hollywood and America: The Odd Couple. 
Public Opinion. DecJJan. p. 54-58. 

21. Lichter, S. R, Lichter, L., Amundson, D. (1997). Dws HoI1ywood Hate Business or Money? 
Journal of Communication. Val, 47(1). p. 80. 

22. Gain, T. (1984). The Image of Business on Rime Time Television. California Management 
Review. Vol. 26(2). p. 64-73. 



lar stereotypes, guessing at audience's desires, expectations, interests and tolerances. And 

the image of 'big bad businessman' perfectly fits into the schema. 

In Gitlin's opinion, the conservative critics tend to ignore the fact that the news 

and entertainment industry in the United States are parts of larger media conglomerates, 

therefore, when it comes to news coverage of the corporate community, the media are in 

part reporting on themselves. It is hard to imagine, posits David Croteau, "the news media 

standing objectively at arms length fiom corporate and economic issues" when they share 

the same concerns that other big pro-profit institutions have? Both scholars contend that 

the commercial nature of the media must be considered as part of the explanation in the 

debate over the bias in business news. 

There are other interpretations of why the media depicts business in such a contro- 

versial way. Howard Tumber from the City University in London, who studied media- 

business relations in Britain, claims that besides the need for advertising sponsorship, gov- 

ernment regulations also play a major role in the growth of business news and in the 

nature of the coverage that business receivesF4 Government regulations, according to 

him, influence the amount and nature of the media's treatment of business issues. For 

example, during the 1970s when new government regulations were introduced in Britain, 

the business community had emetged as journalists' favorite sources offering intelligent 

and expert opinion. A series of economic and political decisions, states Tumber, such as 

the Conservative government's privatization program in the 1980s, and the slow down in 

economic activity and recession in the subsequent years, had ensured that business and 

23. Croteau (1997). 

24. Tumber, K (1993). 'Selling Scandal': Business and the Media Media. Culture and Society. 
Vol. L5, p. 345-36 1. 



finance became hnt-page news. The news, as Howard T u b e r  observes, reported both 

the success and failures of business people as well as white-collar crime. Other news about 

business that made the front page during these years featured sex and scandals. Many of 

these stories were in accordance with the news values inherent in journalistic routines; the 

perennial focus on conflict, drama, and scandal as well as leading figures in public life. 

Kent MacDougall, who studied media-business relations in the United States, 

states that while there is considerable evidence to support business complaints that media 

coverage is often simplistic, careless and cursory, cases of deliberate distortion are rare. 

However, there are indications that business enjoys a much more sympathetic press than it 

generally acknowledges. He writes: 

'Wot only editorial writers generally endorse business positions, but newspa- 

pers publish a considerable amount of fluff supplied by businesses to pro- 

mote food, fashions, travel, real estate, sports, and stocks. And many smaller 

papers and TV and radio stations use, often without attribution to the source, 

business-supplied canned editorials, columns and features that grind indus- 

try's ax and polish its image."25 

A group of researchers at the University of Minnesota who studied business cover- 

age in four newspapers over a four-month period in 1978-79 found that 56 percent of the 

stories were neutral, 25 percent reflected favorably on business and only 19 percent were 

unfavourab~e?~ A study in North Carolina presented similar findings. 54 percent of stories 

about business in the Ralei~h News & Observer were neutraI, while 20 percent reflected 

favourab1y on business. 26 percent of the stories were negative. The researchers con- 

25. MacDougall, K. A. (1981). Niuety Seconds to Tell it AIl. Big Business and the News Media. 
Homewood Illinois: Dow Jones-kwh 



cluded that "In general, unfavourable impressions of business seemed to be Linked to 

unfavourable news and not the media mi~re~resentation."~~ 

As was the case with U.S. research findings, the results of studies conducted on 

business news in Canada's newspapers and television networks turned out to be contradic- 

tory. W e  studies published by the Fraser monthly newsletter On Balance 

presented supportive evidence for the conservative claim that the national news media, 

specifically the CBC and CTV television networks, have a bias against business:9 studies 

conducted by progressive researchers3' asserted that Canada's news media have been pro- 

moting conservative views, pro-business positions, and contributing to the "triumph of 

business rhetoric." ' 
How can we account for these opposing perspectives on the role of the news media 

in contemporary capitalist societies? In Douglas Kellner's opinion the answer to this ques- 

tion can be found only if the news media are reconceptualized as institutions with contra- 

dictory social functions and effects. The mass media in contemporary democratic society, 

argues Kellner, far from being the monolithic voice32 of liberal or conservative ideology, 

27. In: MacDougall(l98 1). p. 15. 

28. The Fraser Iastitute is one of Canada's leading right-wing think-tanks. One of its branches is 
the National Media Archive (NMA). The NMA offers mearch services and widely publicizes 
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are a highly conflictud medium ia which competing economic, political, social, and cul- 

tural forces intersect He offers the hegemony model rather than the pluralist or conserva- 

tive media perspectives to account for the media's role in contemporary North American 

capitalism. 

The Hegemony Model 

The term hegemony originated in the work of the Italian Marxist theorist Antonio 

Gramsci. He theorized that societies maintain their stability through a combination of 

force and hegemony. In society, argued Gramsci, some institutions and groups exert 

power to maintain social boundaries, such as the police and military, while other institu- 

tions, like religion, schooling or the media, serve to induce consent to the dominant order 

by establishing hegemony. Gramsci used this concept to descriie the ways in which gov- 

erning power wins consent to rule from those it subjugates, through the elaboration and 

penetration of ideology into their common sense and everyday practice. Hegemony thus 

implies the ability of the dominant social forces to project their own ways of seeing the 

world and induce people to consent to the established order and the dominant class inter- 

ests. 

The crucial aspect of the notion of hegemony is not that it operates by forcing peo- 

ple against their conscious will or better judgment to concede power to the already power- 

ful, but that it actively seeks consent from subordinate classes and groups through 

32. During the1930s critical theorists (Max Horkheimer, Teodor W. Adomo, Herbert Marcuse, 
E c h  Fromm, Leo LowenthaI) have developed a critical theory of contemporary capitalist soci- 
ety. They conceptualized the mass media as instrument of social control and mass deception. 
They developed a model of a monofithic capitalist society in which the media served as power- 
ful instruments of domination in the hands of the ruling class. 



negotiation. Thus, hegemony is never static but is always subject to contestation. As a 

result, society is conceived as a terrain of contesting groups and forces, in which the ruling 

class is able to present itself as willing to negotiate, therefore gaining the power to rule by 

incorporating and co-opting potential oppositional voices and movements. 

Gramsci's notion of hegemony became very popular in the British Cultural Studies 

tradition, which emerged during the late 1960s and 1970s. This movement situated culture 

within a theory of social production and reproduction, specifying the ways in which cul- 

tural forms serve either to f h e r  social domination or enable people to resist and struggle 

against it. The proponents of this school of thought envision society as a hierarchical and 

antagonistic set of social relations, characterized by the oppression of subordinate classes, 

races, ethnic and religious groups. Theorists also emphasized the dominant role played by 

the media in producing and reproducing the ideologies of hegemonic groups. Stuart Hall, 

a leading figure in this tradition, argues that the institutional aspects of the news media 

reinforce an ideological hegemony. He points out that news is constructed by a particular 

ideological vision, and in general appears as natural, unchallenged, or as "common sense" 

and encourages their acceptance by readers, viewers and listeners: 

"common sense... is a tenain of conceptions and categories on which the 

practical consciousness of the masses of the people is actually formed. It is 

the already formed and "taken for granted" terrain, on which more coherent 

ideologies and philosophies must contend for mastery; the ground which new 

conceptions of the world must take into account, contest and transform, if 

they are to shape the conceptions of the world of masses and in that way 

become historically effe~tive."~ 

In short, hegemony naturahes what is historically a class ideology, and renders it 

into a form of common sense. Alternative strategies and viewpoints which emerge from 



resistance or oppositional politics are 'counter-hegemonic.' However, these opposing 

viewpoints not only appear as unofficial, but are also likely to be represented as impossi- 

ble, illogical, or non-sensical. 

Robert Hackett applied the concept of hegemony to explain the role of the media 

in Canadian society. He defined hegemony as a way in which established institutions 

impose a set of values upon those "below" them in the social and economic hierarchy: 

"The major social institutions that generate ways of understanding the world 

generally (although not necessarily deliberately or without opposition) repro- 

duce the whole system of values, attitudes and beliefs - ideology - that in one 

way or another supports the established order and the social interests that 

dominate it..."34 

Hackett contends that hegemony is never completely or finally achieved. The 

dominant hegemony is always contested or resisted, as alternative and oppositional mean- 

ing systems, such as environmentalism or feminism, struggle for political and cultural 

change. The existence of contest over meaning has led some media critics to propose a 

more flexible definition of hegemony. According to Kellner ideological hegemony is nei- 

ther one-dimensional nor conflict fiee. It is about constant struggle over meaning between 

different groups in the society rather than the dominant message of the powerful state and 

corporate actors: 

-- 

33. Hall, S. (1982). The Rediscovery of "Ideology," Re- of the Repressed in Media Studies. Ia: 
M. Gurevich, T. Bennett, J. Curran, I. Woollacott (Eds.). Cdture. Society and the Media Lon- 
don: Methuen. p. 56-90. 

34. Hackett, R A., Pinet, R, RuggIes, M. (1996). News For Whom? Hegemony and Monopoly 
versus Democracy m Canadian Media I . :  K Hohes, D. Taras (Eds.). Seeing Ourselves: 
Media Power and Policv m Canada. Toronto: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. p. 259. 



'The hegemony model of culture and the media reveals dominant ideological 

formations and discourses as a shifting terrain of consensus, struggle, and 

compromise rather than as an instnunent of monolithic, unidimensional ide- 

ology that is forced on the underlying population fiom above by a unified 

ruling class ... different classes, sectors of capital, and social groups compete 

for social dominance and attempt to impose their visions, interests, and agen- 

das on society as a whole. Hegemony is thus a shifting, complex, and open 

phenomenon, always subject to contestation and upheaval."3s 

Although the hegemony model of media power has gained significant support 

among contemporary media scholars, the debate over how this role is secured continues. 

Explanations, which are described in the following section, include the political economy 

of news production, the control of media owners, the logic of news production along with 

news values and the subtle relationship between the State and the media. 

Hegemonic Forces and the News Media 

The Political Economy of News Production 

Vial ly  al l  media researchers acknowledge the importance of the political, eco- 

nomic and historical context in which media images are produced They claim that con- 

temporary news media, as an integral part of the capitalist economic system are governed 

by dual imperatives. On one hand, Like other business enterprises, both the broadcast news 

and the newspaper industry aim to maximize their profits. On the other hand, they are 

parts of a public sphere mandated to llfill important democratic fimctions. While battling 

35. Keher, D. (1990). Television and the Crisis of Democracy. Boulder. Westview Press. 



between these two apparently conflicting roles, the news media also have an important 

role in legitimizing the system of capitalist democracy. 

According to media critic Ben Bagdikian, ownership of media organizations is of 

particular concern, because the trend toward monopolization and concentration of media 

ownership could have devastating consequences for the allegedy fiee and democratic 

media system. In his book The Media Mono~oly, he reports that in the United States the 

number of corporations that control most of the daily newspapers, magazines, television 

stations, publishing houses, and motion pictures studios has been dramatically decreas- 

ing? Canada is following a similar path, as over three-quarters of dl newspapers sold are 

produced by only three monopoly chains?' This means that currently Canada's newspa- 

per industry has the most concentrated ownership of any major Western country. The cen- 

tralization of ownership occurs both horizontally, where corporations buy out different 

types of media such as book publishing, television and radio stations, and newspapers; and 

vertically, where giant corporations exert control over enterprises involved in media pro- 

duction and distribution. These media empires are in general owned and run by a hanffil 

of very powem media moguls who besides their own corporate interests promote and 

defend the interests of the corporate system as a whole. Wayne Parsons had many years 

ago written about the substantial link that exists between the capitalist system, the state of 

the economy, news production and signification: 

"Given that newspapers are so imbedded in capitalism and the structures of 

power, it is inevitable that they also constitute a significant medium through 

which economic ideas and opinions are legitimate. They not only sell ... the 

36. Bagdikian (1983). 
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information which keeps the wheel of the economy turning but in so doing 

they also purvey and reinforce the values and ideas, language and culture, 

which underpin the existence of the market 

Although there is no simple equation between the concentration of media owner- 

ship and the content of media products, some media scholars reason that diversity in con- 

tent is more likely to thrive when there is diversity in ownership and contr01.3~ 

Another major economic pressure facing the news media is advertising revenue. 

Increasingly, the newspapers, broadcasting, and television networks survive on advertis- 

ing revenue and corporate subsidies. The industry's primary market, as Todd Gitlin 

observes, are the advertisers themselves, not individual readers or viewers. The networks 

use news and other programming as a commodity to assemble the largest and richest audi- 

ences, for whose attention advertisers will pay the highest rates. In their need to attract 

advertisers, Gitlin states, programmers and editors are induced to produce media content 

that is especially sensitive to the desires of the affluent and is likely to create a bbbuying 

mood." Simultaneously, media executives and owners have a vested interest to keep the 

local and national economy as healthy as possible in order to ensure a steady supply of 

advertising for their own businesses!* This means that corporations that own the media 

incorporate their values in programming and routinely generate and reproduce consumer- 

ism, which is one of the dominant values of corporate capitalism. 

Douglas KeUer, another proponent of media hegemony, claims that because the 

mass media are owned and operated by mammoth-sized corporations whose main inter- 

38. Parsons, W. (1989). The Power of the Financial Press. Aldershot: Edward Elgar. p. 2. 
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40. Dreier (1 982). 



ests lie in profit, the media must ensure that their coverage does not offend anyone. Thus 

they reproduce what the dominant and dominated already believe to be reality and true. 

Journalistic Routines and Practices: News Values 

Proponents of hegemony model argue that journalistic routines and practices also 

perpetuate hegemony in a variety of ways. First and foremost, reporters from mainstream 

media are constrained not only by economic and political factors, but also by a set of 

assumptions - an ideology or worldview - that b i t s  their ability to see or to purme certain 

kinds of stories or issues. More then three decades ago, sociologist Herbert Gans identi- 

fied the "enduring values," the set of underlying assumptions about the nation and society 

in the United States that had dominated different types of news over a long period of time. 

Among these reoccurring themes he identified ethnocentrism, altruistic democracy, 

responsible capitalism, individualism, moderatism, and, most importantly, social order 

and national leadership$' 

Most of these values are still powerful components in contemporary journalism. 

Gitlin has also identified the basic premises of the hegemonic ideology of liberal demo- 

cratic capitalist society. These are: private property, the national security state, the reform 

of selected violations of the moral code by state agencies, and individual success within 

corporate and bureaucratic  structure^!^ In Canada, Robert Hackett argues, "national secu- 

rity" is a less prominent element of the dominant ideology, but ''there is greater space for 

41. Gans (1979). 

42. Gitlin, T. (1980). The Whole Worid is Watching: Mass Media m a Makin? and Unmakinaf 
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welfare state paternalism, and regionaVculturaI hgmentation.'43 Morley suggest that 

these values are the "basic conceptual and ideological framework through which events 

are presented in the media, and as a result of which they come to be given one dominant 

meaning rather than other." 44 

Beyond this unspoken worldview, journalists also operate according to a profes- 

sional ideology that they develop as part of their socialization into a profession!5 This 

'6professional ideology" then influences their selection, construction and presentation of 

news. Gitlin calls these central organizing principles "media f?a~nes. '~~ 

Hackett and Zhao also reinforce that news values, as marks of objectivity, provide 

the criteria for reporters in selecting and presenting "newsworthy stories.'47 Stories about 

recent happenings, sudden, unambiguous, and predictable events are favoured by the news 

media. Although such events happen all the time only those that appeal to the supposed 

interest of the readers or viewers, or have a high level of political relevance are more 

likely to become news. Events worthy of the media's attention must be dramatic, enter- 

taining, glamorous, and visual. Thus, conflict involving powefil nations, interests or peo- 

ple possess news value. In addition, in the selection process, priority is given to stories 

about economy, governmental politics, industry, and foreign affairs. These seemingly 

diverse criteria in selection of newsworthiness, states H d e y ,  are consensual in nature 

43. Kackett (199 I). p. 78. 
44. Morley, D. (1980). The 'Wationwide" Audience: Shucture and Decoding. London: British 

FiIm Wtute. 
45. Epstein (1973); Schudson, M. (1978). Discoverinn the News. New York: Basic Books; Tuch- 
man, G (1978). hfakin~ News. New York: Free Press. Macmillan. 
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47. Hackett, Zhao (1998). 



because they are products of a fundamental agreement among journalists on certain basic 

values and institutions about culture and the social world.48 These basic values then help 

them organize news stories into three categories, which Daniel Hallin identifies as the 

spheres of deviance, legitimate controversy, and con~ensus?~ 

Robert Hackett claims that these news values are ideological because they have 

inscribed within them social relations of power and inequality, and because they constitute 

a Link between social stratification and signification: 

"... news discourse ... emphasizes celebrations of, and threats to, dominant 

values and institutions, as well as the routine doings and particularly the 

statements of those who hold socially sanctioned power and knowledge - 
po titical leaders, acknowledged experts, spokespeople of established institu- 

tions. Routinely excluded or marginalized fiom news discourse are ways of 

making sense of the world that point to fundamental contradictions within 

the existing social order/or which suggest that order may itself constitute a 

threat to the well being of the very people it claims to serve.'Jo 

The regime of objectivity, argue Hackett and Zhao, systematically hides these 

power relations, while at the same time it disguises the ideological role it plays kom the 

audiences. It thereby wins consent for "preferred meanings" that are unavoidably ernbed- 

ded in the news. 

Todd Gitlin argues that several asmptions about news values secure hegemony 

in one way or the other. For example news involves something new or novel, and not the 

48. HartIey, J. (1982). Understanding News. London: Methuen. 
49. Hallin, D. C. (1986). The "Uncensored Waf': The Media and Vietnam. News York: Oxford 

University Press. p. I L6-117. 
50. Hackett (I99 1). p. 74. 



underlying, enduring condition; the individual actors, not the political context in which 

they operate; the visible conflict, not the deep consensus that exist between the competing 

actors; and finally the fact that "advances the story, not the one that explains or enlarges 

Objectivity, as a principal professional standard, write Hacken and Zhao, count 

upon journalists' ability to seek out appropriate sources, specifically those who have cred- 

ibility, or who are recognized representatives of relevant political institutions. A number 

of studies has identified government officials and politicians as the news media's favorite 

sources. However, during the last few decades, as a result of ongoing "ideological mobili- 

z a t i ~ n ' ~ ~  directed toward the news media, the business community has emerged as the 

second most influential news source. Meanwhile, the rise of public relations offices has 

institutionalized the relations between the news media and sources. 

Media - Business Relations: The Public Relations Offensive 

Many large corporations, following the example of government agencies, have 

established a public relations unit, responsible for managing the "external environment." 

Public relations serves different purposes: to generate support for certain public policy 

views; to create and maintain a reputation of a morally responsible and accountable corpo- 

ration; and to enhance the reputation of its products. The news can be easily used as a ter- 

rain for all these 'promotiona1 activities.' Public relations practitioners, write Ericson, 

Baranek and B a n ,  not only provide the public with the barrage of entertabhg news and 



advertisements, but they also exercise social-control over what information would be pub- 

licized about their own act i~i t ies .~~ Besides promotional activities, they also use defensive 

strategies to prevent leaks, and to control the damage when a Leak occurs or a crisis erupts. 

Large corporations with an established public relations unit regularly supply the 

media with carefully arranged "information packages."54 They organize news conferences 

or provide a vast array of news and wire-service releases, media events, videos for televi- 

sion programs, and audio clips for radio broadcasts. They also publish annual reports, 

newsletters, newspapers, magazines, which are distributed pro-actively to the news media 

on a regular basis. constrains, limited material resources and the use of standardized 

story format encourage news organizations to cover these events. 

The public relations units of large organizations are generally staffed with journal- 

ists or other professionals who have extensive experience with the media. These profes- 

sionals are articulate in the vocabulary of precedents of the craft, have access to particular 

journalists and news organizations, and can scale more precisely who is to be trusted in 

exchanges of valued information. A high degree of trust, confidence, and reciprocity 

between the media, and corporate journalists is highly valued. 

On the other hand, the quality news organizations also tend to have reporters spe- 

cifically appointed to the business section. These reporters while physically separated 

Eom their source organizations maintain close social and cultural ties with the key corpo- 

rate officials. Regular meetings with influential business authorities and their media strat- 

egists help journalists exchange more information, acquire knowledge about complex 

corporate issues, and at the same time develop a high degree of trust and reciprocity. This 

53. Ericson et al. (1989). 
54. Ericson et al. (1989). 



can be of enormous importance when it comes to actual business coverage. A well 

informed business reporter will potentially have the resources to meet the expectations of 

his position, namely, to marshal expert opinion and to present competent analysis about 

various sectors of the economy in hidher reports. This added interpretative latitude is a 

unique feature of business news. 

Ericson et al. argues that while being a major supplier of business and economic 

information, corporate officials or their media strategists are also a primary audience 

towards whom the news is directed. The news media provide the corporate world with "a 

daily barometer" on the state of the economy and political climate as it relates to business 

interests. Simultaneously, news sources provide "the daily barometer of the knowledge 

structure of society,"55 namely who is authorized by the corporate bureaucracies and by 

news organizations to speak in particular terms about key social issues and problems. 

Thus, argues Ericson et al., newsmaking is a process in which 4ournalists and corporate 

sources form a hermeneutic cycle for rationalizing business practices and articulating 

business interests."56 

Bennett's Theory of Press - State Relations 

In recent years, Lance Bennett of the University of Washington has developed a 

new theory of 'Press-State ~e la t ioos , '~~  in which he brings into a common theoretical 

55. Ericson et al, (1989). p. 260. 

56- Ericson et ai. (1989). 

57- This theory originated fiom an empirical study, which looked at the news and editorid cover- 
age 0fU.S. policy making on Nicaragua during the mid 1980s in the New York Ties, the lead- 
ing news organization m the United States. 



W e w o r k  the three prevalent theoretical accounts of press-state relations: the "media 

monopoly" or corporate interest perspective, the organizational efficiency explanation, 

and the "liberal reporter" thesis. He argues that while the legacy of the press as democratic 

watchdog has been kept alive through two cenhuies of change, from a partisan press to 

today's corporate mass media, the news industry in contemporary American society seems 

to take a b6passive" stance, leaving the task of policing government wrong doing to the 

government itself. Reporters conceive their roles as merely informing the public on the 

actions of government while refhhhg from trying to set the political agenda or from 

entering the national political dialogue as independent voices. Thus, the news coverage is 

"indexed" to the range of views that exists among powerful policy makers. Journalists pre- 

fer this form of reporting especially when they cover very important issues such as mili- 

tary decisions, foreign affairs, trade and macroeconomic policies. 

The "indexing norm," states Bennett, does not violate basic democratic principles 

as far as elites driven by conflicting interests open up public debate. Conversely, democ- 

racy may wither in the presence of a "passive" media that passes along only those issues 

that are raised by officials. As a result, public opinion easily becomes marginalized or 

compressed to fit into a range of debate between decisive institutional power blocks?8 

Bennett states that in this way public opinion is transformed into a new quality that 

reflects the worldview of those in power 

" ... modern public opinion can be thought of as an "index" constructed from 

the distribution of dominant institutiond voices as recorded in the mass 

media. By adopting such an opinion index, the media help create a political 

58. Bennett, W. L. (1990). Toward a Theory of PressState Relations in the United States. Journal 
of Communication, VoI, 40(2). p. 125. 



world in which elites are able to define their own publics, and democracy 

becomes whatever the elite ends up doing.'J9 

The pitfall of an "indexing" norm, writes Bennett, is that it not only marginalizes 

or compresses public opinion in news accounts, but concurrently leaves the media with lit- 

tle ability to respond when that same public becomes disillusioned with the performance 

of both the press and government. This untenable situation is exacerbated by the fact that 

the indexing norm is widely shared among journalists at all levels of the industry and 

keeps the news compatible with the shifting political and economic interest of the state. 

This theoretical model of press-state relations, states Bennett, illustrates how two 

value systems, liberal democracy and corporate capitalism work upon each other by shap- 

ing the institutions and practices at their intersection, particularly the news media, while at 

the same time reproducing the existing power relations in society, and maintaining the sta- 

tus quo* 

Conclusions 

This chapter of my thesis sought to present the contending theories of the press. 

The liberal-pluralist theory presents the media as parts of a democratic, pluralistic cultural 

system that provides a marketplace of ideas and a diversity of choices. The news media 

are independent from government and corporate control; provide a reliable source of sub- 

stantial information for citizens about social, political and economic issues; and act as 

"public forum," where diverse opinions can be communicated. 

59. Bennett (1990). p. 125. 



Conservative perspectives were descnied next. This approach to the media has 

been very popular among critics on the political right, who have long made accusations of 

journalistic "bias." They claim that the national news willfully distorts reality and truth 

because it is driven by a "Liberal agenda." Hence critics contend that business news has 

been distorted by a Liberal press. 

Finally, different versions of the hegemony theory were presented. The central 

argument in all these theories is that the news media are part of the corporate and political 

establishment that produce and reinforce the positions of dominant political forces, ideol- 

ogies and policies. 

In the following two chapters, the news coverage of the proposed bank mergers 

will be examined by employing content analysis of newspaper and television news stories. 

Special attention wiIl be given to the sources, topics, issues and tone of coverage. 



A Case Study of Media Coverage of the Proposed Bank 

Mergers 

Earlier in this thesis I argued that the news media play a powerful role in exploring 

and mediating important social, political and economic events to their readers and view- 

ers. Business and the economy are certainly areas where significant information can be 

passed on to consumers, workers and business investors. And yet, there is a large body of 

research which points out that while both print and broadcast news supply a great deal of 

information about business issues, people know less about public afbin than they used 

to* I 

In addition, during the last few decades there has been a fierce debate over the rep- 

resentation of business in the news media, with serious concerns about the nature of cover- 

age. In North America and Europe, the business community has become vocal in its 

complaints about incompetent and biased media representation. 

This thesis aims to address these issues by focusing on media coverage of the pro- 

posed bank mergers, which was Canada's leading business story in 1998. Moreover, ana- 

lyzing media coverage of this story may allow us to learn more about one of the least 

1. Lasch (1995). Stop Making Sense. In: R E. Kiebert (Ed). Imaact of Mass Media. Current 
Issues. Chapel Hill: Longman Series in Public Comunication. p. 10 1-105. 



explored areas in Canada's media literature, namely, the relationship between the media 

and the banking sector. I was interested in the following questions: Whose voices and 

views were heard in the news and how fkequently? Whose opinions were marginalized? 

How much of the news was devoted to the issues and how much to the strategies of the 

players? Who set the agenda during the debate and who W e d  the issues? Was there a 

Wone" that dominated coverage? How did journalists gather information and what forces 

shaped the production process? 

In order to explore a range of research objectives, this thesis employed the case 

study approach, using content analysis and interviews. The study was divided into two 

phases. In this chapter, I will discuss the methods used during the first phase and present 

part of the results of the content analysis that was undertaken. 

Methodological Approach 

This thesis is an exploratory study of media treatment of the proposed bank merg- 

ers. The proposed merger between the Royal Bank of Canada and the Bank of Montreal, 

and between the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce and the Toronto Dominion Bank 

received extensive coverage in the national news media. Content analysis was employed 

to measure and evaluate coverage. 

Content analysis is often used in mass media research as a relatively objective, sys- 

tematic and quantitative description of the textual material. The news 9ext" could be a 

newspaper or magazine article or a transcript of a television newscast Accordingly, in the 

first phase of the study, the researcher identified the 'hews-texts," that were to be sub- 

jected to detailed analysis. Newspaper articles from two English-language, daily newspa- 



pers: the Globe and Mail and the Toronto Star, and the weekly magazine, Maclean's, were 

included in the sample. Transcripts fiom the CBC's The National and from the CTV 

National News were also analyzed. By focusing on these five prestigious and influential 

news organizations, I was able to obtain a national rather than regional sample. Media 

coverage was examined for almost the entire year of 1998, beginning January 23, and end- 

ing December 28, 1998. 

The Globe and Mail was considered for this study because it is known to be Can- 

ada's national newspaper with the second highest circulation of all dailies. The average 

daily circuIation figure is 3 1 7,826.2 Its regular readership includes many of Canada's 

political, business and intellectual elite? Media executives and other news organizations, 

including the Canadian Press, use the Globe and Mail to help guide their own coverage 

and commentary! This daily newspaper is generally thought to be politically more at the 

conservative end of the spectrum in terms of its support for big business? It should also be 

pointed out that the National Post3 English Canada's other national newspaper, was not in 

existence during much of the bank merger controversy. Hence the choice of the Globe. 

The Toronto Star, although it does not have a national readership, was chosen as a 

research site because it is the most widely read of any daily in Canada. The average week- 

day circulation figure for this newspaper is 453,692.6 It is very influential in setting the 

2. Circulation figure for Sahrrday is 330,679; for Sunday is 394,950. 

3. Hackett (1991). p. 95. 

4. Ffetcher, F. 1. (I98 1). The Newspaper and Public Affairs. %I 
Commission on Newsoapem Vol. 7. Ottawa: Supply and Services Canada p. 9. 
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Toronto: University of Toronto Ress. p. 82-84. 
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agenda of other Ontario media, and exerts national influence through the syndication of its 

materials? It has a reputation for being more populist and left-liberal in tenor than the 

Globe and Mail. If we take its history into account, we might expect some differences in 

coverage between it and the Globe and Mail. 

Maclean's newsmagazine was chosen because of its popularity as a source of 

information. It has a paid circulation number of 503,497. 

The CBC and C W  flagship evening newscasts were selected for several reasons. 

First, during the last few decades television has become a dominant medium in North 

America, with the evening news being a main vehicle for serious public affairs coverage. 

While newspapers readership is in constant decline, the number of people who regularly 

turn to television to learn about their world has increased. According to the latest statistics 

The National and the CTV National News have a combined nightly average of nearly 2.5 

million viewers. The second reason behind choosing television coverage as a site of anal- 

ysis is due to the fiequent accusations that have been made about bias in TV reporting. 

All the news articles and television transcripts were obtained from the Canadian 

Newsdisc and the Globe and Mail fulltext databases. News items selected for coding 

needed to contain iaformation about the proposed bank mergers in Canada. Stories which 

only mentioned the bank merger proposals in passing were excluded, whiIe stories about 

foreign bank mergers or other mergers were eliminated fiom the sample. Letters to the 

editor were not included. 

Given the large number of news reports in the ddy papers, four one-week long 

sampling periods were established, reflecting the milestones in the debate: The first for 

7. Fletcher(298 I). p. 9. 



January 23 - 30, coincided with the announcement by the Royal Bank of Canada and the 

Bank of Montreal that they intended to amalgamate. The second for April 17 - 24, takes in 

the period when two other banks, the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce and the Tor- 

onto Dominion Bank proposed their merger plan. The third covered the period from Sep- 

tember 14 - 2 1 when the federal task force released its report. The last interval December 

10 - 18, 1998 included the period immediately preceding Paul Martin's decision to reject 

the proposed bank mergers, the day of his announcement, and coverage in the days fol- 

lowing his decision. The risk of selecting an atypical time period was minimized by 

choosing those weeks when the news media gave extensive attention to the issue. These 

four sampling periods were considered sufficient to reveal the main characteristics of 

news reporting in the above mentioned daily papers. Using the entire population of bank 

merger related news items in Maclean's magazine and CBC and CTV's coverage also 

enmred that the sample was representative. 

Procedure 

For content analysis, coding rules and a code sheet were developed.8 Using these 

tools, news items were coded into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). 

A pretest served to ensure the accuracy of all categories (variables, values) with respect to 

categories being mutually exclusive exhaustive, and the appropriateness of the coding pro- 

tocol. Results were generated by calculating frequencies. Cross tabulations were run to 

identify the amount and nature of coverage in each of the selected media. In addition, two 

phases of the debate were identified and the type of coverage was cross referenced. The 

8. For detail see Appendix A: Coding Rules and Appendix B: Code Sheet 



division into these two phases helped the researcher observe the variations in nature of 

reporting. In order to determine the main characteristics of media coverage, news stories 

were coded for sources, topics, issues and tone of coverage. 

Coder reliability can be a problem in content analysis. As a reliability test, the 

intercoder agreement was measured. An independent coder checked 50 randomly selected 

cases, or 20 per cent of the total number of items. The coding results were compared and 

the differences discussed. The test results showed an agreement level between the two 

coders of 97.48 per cent, which is well within acceptable Limits. 

Sample Size 

A total of 251 news items were selected. Table I shows the distribution of news 

items in each of the mediums under consideration. The results indicate that the Toronto 

Star carried the most articles, leaving the second daily, the Globe and Mail. slightly - 
behind. One possible reason for this difference might be that the Star is Toronto's local 

newspaper, and as such it covered the issue with more vigilance for two reasons: first, 

Toronto is Canada's largest financial center; second, banking is also a key element of the 

Ontario economy. 

Maclean's, wbich brings 50 issues per year to its readership, covered the conflict 

among banking elites, politicians, experts and public advocates on an ongoing basis. It 

also devoted three special issues to the debate. The 27 news articles analyzed in this study 

are an indication that the bank merger debate was heavily reported. 



While TV news carried fewer stories about the bank mergers than newspapers, 

reporting on TV was still substantial. During the banking debate, CBC's The National had 

23 news reports, while the C W  National News had 17. 

Table 3-1 Distribution of News Items by Medium 

One possible explanation for this disparity between the amount of coverage in 

print and broadcast mediums comes from the nature of the mediums themselves. While 

television news reporters are confined within strict time limits, both national and local 

newspapers have the privilege of running more ill-page articles, and in-depth analysis on 

specific issues. For example, just the day after the Royal Bank and the Bank of Montreal 

announced their plan to consolidate their banking operations, both the Toronto Star and 

the Globe had dozens of articles dealing with this event. Similarly, Paul Martin's 

announcement in December received wide-ranging coverage in the print media, while the 

television networks had only two news reports on the decision. 

Medium 
Toronto Star 
Globe and Mail 
Maclean's 
CBC The National 
CTV National News 

r 

Total 

Frequency 
LOO 

84 

27 

23 

17 

251 

Percent 
39.84 

33.47 

10.76 

9.16 

6.77 



Genre of Articles 

As a next step, the genre of the news items was examined. The results revealed that 

the majority of coverage fell into the hard news category. These types of stories, which are 

factuai in nature and present breaking news or a new development in a continuing story 

made up 6 1.75 percent of the total. Figure 3- 1 shows that more than half of the hard news 

stories appeared in the business sections. 

News Editorial 

Business News CoIumn Other 

Figure 3-1 Genre 

Crosstabulation of mediums by genre revealed another important pattern regarding 

the usage of Merent genres across news organizations; in the Globe and Mail the ratio 

between generaI news and '%business news" was almost 1: 10, while the Toronto Star 

seemed more balanced in this respect [Table 3-21. 



Even though the great amount of news on bank mergers consisted of hard news, 

there were other genres of news as well. The percentage of columns and opinion pieces 

can be regarded as fairly substantial. In this study L5.54 percent of all items fdl into this 

category. These pieces mirrored the opinions, views or thoughts of individual journalists. 

Editorials, which conveyed the position of the newspaper management or editorial board 

constituted 5.98 per cent of the total print coverage. All together, the percentage of opin- 

ion pieces reached 2 1.52 per cent. Table 3-2 shows that the Toronto Star had more editori- 

als, while the Globe and MaiI led in number of columns. 

Table 3-2 Crosstabulation: Medium by Genre 

I Genre 

Mail 

Medium 
Globe and 

News 
6 

t I I I I 1 I 

Total 1 70 1 86 1 15 I 38 I 32 1 10 1 251 

Toronto Star 1 24 1 34 

Maclean's 
CBC National 

CTV News 

Of the items collected, 33 articles or 13.15 per cent, were classified as news analy- 

sis. These were aIso '%ink pieces" written by a reporter reflecting on the event. As Table 

3-2 shows, most of the analyses came fiom the Toronto Star and Maclean's magazine. One 

could argue that journalists of weekly magazines are in a better position to write analyses 

because they have the luxury of reading dailies, watching television news, and searching 

B. News 
52 

10 I IS 
4 

19 

16 

Editorial 
4 

14 3 1 100 
0 

0 

0 

Column 
19 

I 

0 

0 

Analysis 
3 

5 

0 

0 

Other 

0 

Total 
84 

15 

I 

0 

2 

3 
1 

27 

23 

17 



for background infonnation before they write their stories. Thus, Maclean's is expected to 

provide the analysis that newspaper and TV news p r o w  can not provide as readily. 

Finally, the 'Other' category contained four television interviews, four stories of 

personality profiles, and one feature article. 

Placement of Stories 

Media researchers believe that the location of stories in the newspaper is an impor- 

tant component of news coverage for several reasons: First, the placement of the story sig- 

nals the significance that media organizations assign to the event or issue compared to 

other daily happenings. Second, from the readers' point of view, fiont page stories are the 

ones they see first and sometimes this is the only page they scan for infonnation. There- 

fore, fiont page stories generally outweigh in significance those found on the inside pages. 

Table 3-3 presents the findings regarding location of the articles in newspapers and 

magazine. Due to the fact that television news transcripts did not specify the placement of 

bank merger stories in the news, they were excluded from this analysis. 

Table 3-3 Location of the Story in the Newspaper 
L 

Section 
1 

Front Page 
A Sectioflther 
Business Section 
Other Section 

Totai 

Frequency 
30 
42 
I26 
13 

211 

Percent 
I 

14.22 
19.90 
59.72 
6.16 



Of the 2 11 news articles, 60 percent were in the business section. 14.22 percent of 

the bank merger stories received front page coverage, while 19.90 percent of the items 

were located inside the A section. The rest of the stories, 6.16 percent, could not be classi- 

fied in any of the above categories. 

The results regarding placement of the stories suppoa the fhdings of other studies 

that indicate that quality newspapers and news magazines tend to place most of their busi- 

ness stories in a designated section and occasionally have a sensational business news 

story on the front page. This fhding is also significant in light of existing media literature 

which suggests that the business section is in general intended for and read by investors or 

businessmen, who represent only a small segment of the population. It is also known that 

the business section, in contrast to the news section, operates under different standards of 

reporting. For instance, business stories rarely incorporate alternative or responding per- 

spectives in one article? if the above assumptions are correct, then there is some question 

about how many people actually learn about a public interest story which is to a great 

extent covered on the pages of a business section, and what implications this has for the 

fairness doctrine in reporting. 

Length of Stories 

The length of the news item is also an indication of its importance. Accordingly, 

longer articles may bring not only quantitatively but also qualitatively different informa- 

tion. In this respect stories in the sample were classified according to the number of words 

9. Gutstein, D., Hackett, R. (1998). question in^ the Sun! A Content Andvsis of Diversic m the 
Vancouver Sun before and after the Hollinger Take-Ov= Vancouver: School of Communica- 
tions. Simon Fraser Universiw 



they contained: Short stories had up to five-hundred words, medium-sized up to a thou- 

sand, and stories with more than one-thousand words were classified as long. Applying 

these criteria, it was found that half of the stories, 51.0 per cent, were short stories, 38.25 

per cent long stories while the rest were of medium length. 

Table 3-4 Crosstabulation: Medium by Length 

Length 

Maclean's 1 8  1 4  ( l S ( 2 7  

Short 

Medium 

Globe and Mail 

CBC NationaI 19 4 23 

C W  News 16 1 17 

The Globe and Mail and Maclean's ran many of the long stories. This result sug- 

gests that coverage, even though focused to a considerable extent on short news breaking 

stories, also featured efforts to probe the issues in greater depth. 

Medium 

Frequency 
2 

Sources in the Bank Merger Debate 

Having established the general characteristics of the sample, I will now focus on 

actual news content. The task in this phase was to establish which sources had been 

accessed by journalists for story content; specifically, whose account of the events and 

Long 
\ 

Frequency 
23 

Total 

Frequency 
59 84 



issues was contained in the news. As Table 3-5 demonstrates, a total of L263 sources 

appeared in the selected items, a .  average of approximately five sources for each article. 

Out of this sample, 26.68 per cent were senior decision-makers or spokespersons for the 

banks that were intending to merger. Interestingly enough, the CEOs of four banks, John 

Cleghom from the Royal Bank, Matthew Barrett fiom the Bank of Montreal, Al Flood 

fiom the CIBC, and Charles Baillie f?om the Toronto Dominion Bank, were the media's 

preferred banking sources. These chairmen were the source in almost half of the cases - 
15.10 per cent - where merging bank sources were quoted or paraphrased. The other bank 

sources included spokespersons, presidents, vice-presidents of operations, senior manage- 

ment officials, other high-ranking officials, and a small number of bank employees. 

Table 3-5 Sources 

Sources 
PoIiticians 
Paul Martin 
Regulators 
Merging Banks 
Financial Industry 

Eve* 
Critics 

Advocacy Groups 
Vox Pop 
Big Business 
SmalI Business 
Media 
Other 

Total 

Sum 
219 

77 

54 

337 

171 

183 

24 

66 

61 

15 

13 

11 

32 

1263 

Percent 
17.34 

6.10 

4.28 

26.68 

13.54 

14.49 

1.90 

5.22 

4.83 

1-19 

1.03 

0.87 

2 3 3  

L 



The second largest category of actors in this debate were politicians, mainly fed- 

eral cabinet ministers and Members of Parliament. Prime Minister Jean Chretien, the New 

Democratic Party leader Alexa MacDonough, and the Liberal caucus Task Force's chair- 

man Tony Ianno captured the most media attention. Reform Party's finance critics Monte 

Solberg and Dick Harris, Conservative finance critic Scott Brison, the M)P's Lome 

Nystrom and Nelson Riis were also frequently interviewed. The Liberal caucus's Task 

Force, the House of Commons Finance Committee, and the Senate Baaking Committee 

became important players during the second phase of the debate because of the reports 

that they issued. 

Beside the major players, a group of experts, including academics, analysts, and 

consultants, as well as reports and studies conducted by experts were also tkequently cited. 

Expert opinion accounted for 14.49 per cent of all citations. Although many experts wen 

asked for their opinions, Harold MacKay, a lawyer from Regina and head of the Federal 

Task Force, was most tiequently quoted. The views of Doug Peters, a former Liberal Cab- 

inet minister, and John Crisp, a Management professor and political commentator, also 

figured prominently. 

The most important source next to the experts were the representatives of the 

Financial Services Industry. This group included executives or spokespersons for non- 

merging banks as well as trust company, insurance company, and credit union representa- 

tives. The most vocal opponent of the merger proposals was Peter Godsoe, the chairman 

of the Bank of Nova Scotia. He was an obvious source for reporters covering the story. 

The Minister of Finance, Paul Martin, played a variety of roles during the debate. 

He was referred to as a government official, as a Liberal politician, as a businessman and 

£inally as a regulator, who had the fkaI say regarding the proposals. Therefore, his appear- 



ances in news accounts were coded separately. The results show that Paul Martin was 

sourced in 6.1 per cent of cases. 

Next to the Minister of Finance were public interest advocates. Although the lead- 

ers of public interest groups Like Catherina Swift, president of the Canadian Federation of 

Independent Business (CW), or Duff Conacher, leader of the Canadian Community 

Reinvestment Coalition (CCRC), received substantial media attention, advocacy groups 

along with ordinary citizens (Vox Pop) were left far behind in media coverage. 

Many observers were surprised by the low visibility of the big business commu- 

nity during the bank merger debate. The data shows that only 1.19 per cent of sources 

were Sl iated with powefil corporations. The question is: Why was the business corn- 

munity so quiet during the debate, and why were reporters not more aggressive in seeking 

out business leaders, leaders who are not shy about commenting on other aspects of gov- 

emment policy? Small business owners were less vocal in this debate, which is less sur- 

prising if one considers that they were also represented through the CFIB. 

When the number of all governmental sources (politicians, Paul Martin, and regu- 

lators) was combined, the total climbed to 27.72 per cent of the total number of sources 

accessed. This compared to 26.68 per cent from the banks that had proposed a merger 

indicates that journalists sought to divide their attention almost equally between govern- 

ment and merging bank sources. However, when alI banking sollrces (non-rnerging and 

those who proposed to mergers) were combined, they outnumbered politicians suggesting 

that journalists gave more access to banking sources. Experts and other financial industry 

sources also conm%uted significantly to the debate. However, public interest advocates, 

ordinary people, big business and other critics ranked low in the hierarchy. These findings 

must be interpreted with considerable caution, since they were attained fiom quantitative 



analysis. Neverthebss, they do provide a rough confirmation for the existence of a hierar- 

chy of access that favors the elites [See Table 3-61. 

Table 3-6 Sources: EIite Sources vs. Other Source 
- - - - - 

Defining and Responding Sources 

As noted earlier, the use of sources in news reports is a crucial aspect of coverage. 

In general, news stories about politics or policy issues are built around reporting what did- 

ferent actors and sources have to say. Knowing the sources of stories and how those 

sources are used is extremely important for characterizing the political content of the 

news. Up to now what the researcher was able to learn about the media coverage of bank 

mergers is that journalists who reported on the events privileged elite sources but achieved 

a certain level of balance among two groups of sources: politicians and representatives 

tom the banking community 

L 

Sources 
L 

Political 
Banking 
Experts - htellectuds 

L 

Public 
Business 
Other 

L 

Total 

Two Canadian researchers, Michael CIow and Susan ~achum,'' who examined 

newspaper coverage of the nuclear debate, claimed that newsmakers can use sources in 

N 
350 

508 

183 

127 
28 
67 

1263 

Percent 
27.7 1 

40.22 

14.49 
10.06 

2.22 

5.30 

Percent 

82.42 

12.28 

5.30 



more complex ways. They observed that in hard news stories usually some political 

groups or actors establish what the story is about. These are called 'defining sources.' On 

the other hand, sources who react to claims made by their opponents are called 'respond- 

ing sources.' The authors argued that whoever defines "what the story is about" also 

defines the agenda for political debate! Clow and Machum identified hard news stories 

as the most appropriate genre for this type of analysis because they are written in the form 

of an "inverted pyramid," meaning that the most important parts of  and actors in the story 

appear at the beginning rather than in other parts of the story. 

Following this method of analysis, the researcher separated out news reports fiom 

editorials and other think-pieces, and then examined the defining and responding sources 

in news reports. In many cases the headline or the lead paragraph of the news report was 

enough to determine these variables.12 

A total of 156 hard news stories were identified. From these, 145 stories or 92.95 

per cent had a defining source, while 93 reports or 59.6 L per cent had a responding source, 

which means that in more than one-third of the stories the position(s) of the defining 

source was unchallenged. Beside determining who was the story-defining and responding 

source, the direction of the source's opinion was also coded. 

LO. Clow, M. I. L., Machum, S. (1993). Stifling Debate. Canadian Newspaaers and Nuclear Power. 
Fernwood Publishing. HaIifax, 

L I. Clow & Machum. (1993). p. 55. 

12. Clow and Machum note that it is possible that the story is constructed in a way that its primary 
sources do not set the story's agenda, but that it is highly unusual. It is also possible that the 
reporters or editors are the ones choosing the "angle" of the story and not the sources; however, 
those stories are also rare because such treatment of main sources does not correspond with 
journalistic routines and pra&*ces. 



Valence, or the direction of opinion was assigned as b'supportive'y if the opinion 

expressed by the voice was supportive of the bank mergers. If the statement or opinion 

opposed the merger proposals it was coded as "opposed", and if the source was ambiva- 

lent or divided about the issue it was coded as "neutrar'. 

Table 3-7 Frequency of Definiag Sources and their Positions 

Table 3-7 is a crosstabulation of different defining sources and their positions on 

the mergers. It indicates that most of the stories were defined by politicians who were 

undecided or opposed to a deal. Next to politicians were the sources fiom the banks that 

intended to merge. Expert sources were positioned next with 21 cases. Most of the experts 

were dec ided  on whether the bank mergers would bring more benefits than risks to 

h 

Defining source 
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Politicians 

Regulators 
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Financiai Industry 
Experts 
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Canadians. Financial industry sources (a combined category of other banks, trust compa- 

nies, insurance companies, credit unions, independent brokerage houses) ranked fourth 

with a more diverse look at the issue. 

Among industry sources there was an almost equal number of opponents, support- 

ers and those who were undecided. Overall, most of the reports, 84.82 per cent, were 

"defined" by one of the elite sources, while advocates, ordinary people, critics, big and 

small business were less influential in setting the terms of debate. 

Table 3-7 shows another important aspect of agenda setting. It illustrates not only 

who were the story-defining sources but also the directions of their opinion regarding the 

mergers. The data indicates that most of the stories were defined by various opponents of 

the bank merger proposals. This meaos that the news media gave more attention to those 

who opposed the mergers compared to those who were neutral or supportive of the consol- 

idation plans. 

Table 3-8 contains the figures on who responded to the stories that were set by the 

defining source, and what was the direction of opinion. There were 93 cases from a total 

of 156 hard news stories where conflicting sources were presented. This means that in 

approximately 60 per cent of cases journalists embraced the normal pattern of reporting, 

where the defining source's assertion was counter-balanced by an opposing perspective. 

However, in the remaining stories the assertions of the story-detining source were unchal- 

lenged. 



Table 3-8 Responding Source 

In all those cases where both defining and responding sources were found, spokes- 

persons ftom the merging banks were the responding sources. In the ranking, politicians 

were next, followed by experts. Interestingly, experts and financial industry sources who 

were influential in setting the agenda were less influentid in challenging story-defining 

sources. Public interest advocates, ordinary people, critics and business sources had less 

opportunity to chaIIenge the positions of those who set the agenda of debate. 

Half of the responding sources were supportive of mergers, 30. LO per cent were 

undecided and only 18.28 percent were in favor of the amalgamations. 
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After leaning that politicians were more often in a position to set the agenda for 

debate with merging bank sources frequently in a challenging role, it seemed reasonable to 

analyze those cases where the perspective of a defining source remained unchallenged. 

Findings show that the media often presented the perspectives of politicians without a 

challenging or opposing perspective. 

Conclusions 

The first phase analysis of newspapers and television coverage provided some 

basic information about the main characteristics of the sample and identified some of the 

frequently quoted sources during the bank merger debate. The results confirm the assump- 

tion that the merger proposals between the Royal Bank and Bank of Montreal, and the 

CIBC and TDB received substantial media attention. Although both the print media and 

the national television networks covered the story, the daily newspapers, gave consider- 

ably more attention to the issue then the broadcast media, not only in terms of time, when 

important announcements and events made the story appear important, but also in terms of 

space, 'think pieces' - editorials, columns, and news analysis. And yet, the majority of 

reports were hard news stories, most of which appeared in the business section of the dai- 

Lies. This indicates that the bank merger debate was recognized by the media as an impor- 

tant business story, rather than an important public policy issue. Critics could argue that by 

placing such an important policy issue as the debate on the future of the financial services 

industry on inside pages or into a sub-section, newspapers could have sent a message that 

the debate concerned only the business comunity but not ordinary citizens. It could also 

be argued that the mergers were not seen as sensational or exciting enough to make the 



front-page. This in turn could imply that the media fell short of their responsibilities 

because after al l  they have an obligation to draw the public's attention to important policy 

issues and stimulate public debate. 

Further analysis of the news items provided some insight about who the media's 

favorite sources were, what their position was regarding the merger proposals, and which 

groups of actors had the most influence in defining the agenda for political discussion. The 

analysis showed that while spokespersons from the banks that intended to merge were 

quoted most often, politicians ranked close to them. These two groups were followed by 

financial industry officials and experts. In overall standing, public interest advocates, ordi- 

nary citizens, big corporate sources and small business owners fell far behind, which mir- 

rors their less influential role in this debate - at least as constructed by the media. 

The above findings were complemented by another set of data which examined 

story-defining sources and responding sources in a sub-sample of hard news stories. More 

than one-third of the stories were defined by politicians, many of whom were opposed to 

the mergers or undecided about whether the amalgamation in banking industry would ben- 

efit Canadians. Merging bank sources, who were the promoters of the mergers, set the sto- 

ryline in only 22.76 per cent of cases. 

While politicians had an advantage in controlling what news stories were about, 

merging bank sources were given the job of challenging the positions taken by govem- 

ment leaders. Among responding sources a great percentage of stories reflected the pro- 

merger arguments, and a smaller proportion of stories the anti-rnerger sentiment, 

Finally, in more than half of the stories journalists were able to maintain a balance 

between opposing perspectives. However, more could have been done to achieve a better 

balance between the proponents and opponents of the bank mergers and to allow not only 



the political and business elite but also public interest groups and even citizens to become 

influential in the public policy debate. 

In summary, this chapter followed the main characteristics of the case study 

method and reported the initial steps taken by the researcher to select a representative 

sample of news reports. After having assessed some of the basic characteristics of the 

sample, such as the genre of articles, their location in the newspaper, and the length of 

each story, the focus of study shifted to the sources. Different groups of actors were iden- 

tified and their access to the news media examined. The following chapters will continue 

to discuss the results of content analysis with respect to issues, topics, and tone of cover- 

age. 



IV MEDIA CONTENT UNDER SCRUTINY 

Topics, Issues and Tone of Coverage 

The thrust of this chapter is to examine the main characteristics of media coverage 

of the proposed bank mergers. The assessment establishes the hquencies with which var- 

ious topics were mentioned, reviews the most significant issues that emerged during the 

debate, and describes the perspectives that dominated coverage. The findings with regard 

to the tone of news reports are also evaluated. The results presented in this chapter are 

important indicators of the national news media's performance in this policy debate. 

The Main Focus of the Articles 

Agenda-setting theories posit that the amount of coverage and emphasis on certain 

issues by the news media have a strong effect in determining which issues the readers and 

viewers consider most important. Following this line of argument it seems cruciaI to learn 

which issues received the most and least media attention, 

The data in Table 4-1 shows that print and broadcast news stories had two major 

focuses: the strategies and tactics of the players involved in this conflict, and the social, 

economic and political implications ofthe mergers. 60 5 6  percent of the news items were 

strategic, or conflict oriented. These stories highlighted the actions, strategies and motiva- 



tions of different players. Almost half of the news items (47.0 1 %) focused on the implica- 

tions of the mergers, discussing the potential merits and demerits of the consolidation 

plans. The findings and recommendations of various studies and reports were the main 

topics in 17.93 percent of the stories. More than ten percent of the articles focused on the 

personalities of politicians and bank executives, who played central roles in this political 

combat. Finally, 14.74 percent of the stories focused on "other" topics, including the his- 

tory of the financial seMces industry, a review of policy reforms in the banking sector, 

reports on public attitudes towards the mergers, and exposes on the stock market perfor- 

mance of the different banks, 

Table 4-1 Main Topic of Article 

* Frequency-Total differs h m  the number of articles because in some case more 

than one topic was assigned to an article. 

** Percentages were calculated based on the number of articles (N=251), therefore 

percentages do not add up LOO. 
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Strategic Coverage Dominated the News 

Among the players involved in the debate, the federal government received the 

most media coverage. Out of a total of 251 news items, 28.28 percent had the govem- 

ment's strategy as their main focus. Many of these news stories simply descnied the fed- 

eral government's reaction to the merger announcements and reported on its strategy. 

However, there were analytical pieces which went beyond reporting the facts. These items 

discussed the possible motives behind the government's actions and appraised its strategic 

plan. The Globe and Mail characterized the situation as a 'bbig game of hurry up and wait" 

in which Ottawa seemed reluctant to act on the merger proposals, and tried to delay its 

decision. The government's "wait and see" strategy invited a variety of reactions fiom edi- 

tors and columnists. For instance, editorials in the Globe and Mail urged political leaders 

to take action but they also inveighed against too much government involvement and reg- 

ulation. One editorial suggested that banks should be free to carry out their plans because 

"... the economy is far better served when decisions are made by those with personal 

stakes in their success, ... than by those with even well-meaning political agendas..."' 

There was also specdation among the journalists that the Minister of Finance was playing 

a more Machiavellian game, wanting to appear tough on the banks, whiIe preparing public 

opinion and the Liberal caucus for an eventual approval. The editorials in the Toronto Stzq 

on the other haad, were utterly anti-merger and supportive of the government's strategy to 

proceed with precaution, guarding the public interest 

1. Editorial (1998). Antitrust or Procompetition. Is the Competition Bureau Asking the Right 
Questions on Bank Mergers? The Globe and MaiI. December IO. p. A28. 



Data in Table 4-1 indicate that the media devoted significant attention to the strate- 

gic actions of the four largest banks that had merger plans. Of a total of 25 1 stories, 23.1 1 

percent concerned the banks' strategies. The merger announcement of the RBC and BOM 

evoked mixed media reactions. The Toronto Star ran a highly critical editorial, descniing 

the announcement as a "preemptive strike by two very arrogant bank chairs" aiming to 

influence the government's banking policy, and " h e  the report of the task for~e."~ In an 

article entitled ''Taking On Ottawa" Bruce Wallace, a journalist for Maclean's magazine, 

perceived the banks' actions as a dare to politicians."3 

In the wake of the CIBC and TDB' consolidation plans, the judgments passed on 

regarding the banks' strategies were similar to those during the first announcement. 

Maclean's columnist Anthony Wilson-Smith, for example, descriied the four big banks as 

"challengers" aiming to rewrite the existing rules and regulations governing Canada's 

financial services industry! However, Terence Corcoran a columnist for the Globe a d  

Mail argued that the motives behind the merger proposals were not malicious. On the con- - 
trary, he suggested that the CIBC-TDB's move was simply an attempt to stall the RBC- 

BOM merger? Bruce Wallace noted that what the banks had expected to be "a successful, 

if not necessarily gracefid, waltz to Ottawa's approval," turned out to be b'stumbling to the 

altad"' Neither was Deirdre McMurdy, a columnist for Maclean's impressed with the 

2. Editorial (1998). Bank Merger Catches Ottawa in a Vacuum. The Toronto Star. January 24. B2. 

3. Wdlace, B. (1998). Taking on Ottawa: The Banks See Martin as a Major Obstacle. Maclean's. 
Vo1. 1 1 I(5). February 2. p. 46. 

4. Wlson-Smith, A (1998). The ChalIengers: Can Paul Martin Protect Consumers When Merger- 
Mania Rages? Maclean's. Vol. 1 f l(17). April 27. p. 40. 

5. Corcoran, T. (1998). Bankers Senre Tricks and Treacle. The Globe and Mail. April 18. p. B2. 

6. Wallace, B. (1998). Stumbhg to the AhaE Maclean's. VoI. 11 1(23). June 8. p. 44. 



banks' campaign. She claimed that the big fours' campaign was a failure because they 

could not explain how these mergers would benefit the industry and ~anaciians? 

In September, the banks launched the second phase of their campaign with new 

ads and a 25-page pamphlet, in which Mr. Cleghorn and Mr. Baillie vowed to reduce ser- 

vice charges, serve nual Canada with existing branches, start a special bank for small 

business and double the loans avaiIabfe to small- and medium-sized businesses. John 

Nicol from Maclean's described the bank's move as a "high-profile propaganda assa~lt."~ 

By early December the consensus was that the strategic plans of the banks were a "public 

relations disa~ter."~ 

Table 4-1 shows that during the merger debate, the news media also reported on 

the strategies of other players. In the sample of 251 news items 7.57 percent focused on 

the tactics of non-merging banks and other financial industry players. These articles con- 

tained quotes from a number of high-ranking finaacial industry sources and described the 

strategic plans of other banks. Spokespersons for the non-merging banks were, not sur- 

prisingly, vocal critics of the merger deals. They received more media attention then those 

who were neutral or undecided about consolidations. The most outspoken opponent, Peter 

Godsoe, chairman of Bank of Nova Scotia, was often in the media spotlight calling upon 

the government to turn down the mergers of his four main competitors in order to preserve 

the public good. But some pro-merger business columnists described him as a '%hypocrite" 

7. McMurdy, D. (1998). A Risky Bet on Mergers: In the Event of an Economic Downturn, the 
Cost of Bank Rationahtion would be Steep. Maclean's. Vol. 1 1 l(18). p. 4 L . 

8. Nicol, J. (1998). On the Road with Bankers: Don and Denal Peddle the Mergers to Townfolk. 
Maclean's. Vol. 11 l(49). December 7. p. 32. 

9. Noble, K, (1998). How the Banks Blew It: It was a Shock to the Politicians and the Public 
When Four Banks Declared They Would Merge. Maclean's. Vol. 11 1(49). December 7. p. 26. 



who was trying to position Scotiabank to take advantage of public antipathy to mega- 

banks. Terence Corcom, a columnist for the Globe and Mail wrote that Godsoe had 

become "a poster boy of the bank-bas her^."'^ Other financial industry officials, such as 

National Bank president Leon CowilIe and Canada Trust president Edmund Clark also 

talked about their strategies. 

In his article "Credit unions woo wary bank clients," Vmay Menon reported on the 

actions taken by credit unions in British Columbia. They launched campaigns in the hopes 

of capitalizing on anti-merger sentiment. Insurance companies, however, were less opti- 

mistic about their futw. In an interview for the Toronto Star Dominic D'Alessandro, 

president and chief executive officer of Manulife Financial, supported the government's 

decision to kill the mergers but feared that life insurance companies might suffer if the 

federal government in its new legislation allowed the banks to expand their life insurance 

operations. 

Public interest advocates also joined the fray. However, as data in Table 4-1 shows, 

they were the main focus of only four stories, from which it was evident that they had to 

resort to "'weapons of the weak,'''' street protests, cross country speaking tours and dem- 

onstrations to gain media attention. 

Fean and Concerns Outweighed Benefits of the Deals 

While most of the stories focused on the strategies of the federal government and 

£inancial industry players, there was a significant number of reports exploring the possible 

LO. Corcoran, T. (1998). Bankers Serve Tricks and Treacle. The Globe and Mail. April 18. p. B2. 

1 1. Similar 6ndings are presented in LipsLy (1970); Goldenberg (1 975); Gitlin (1980). 



implications of the would-be-mergers. Table 4-1 illustrates that almost half of the items in 

the sample (47.01%) focused on this topic. Further analysis of these stories suggested that 

the media reflected two dominant perspectives: that of the supporters who emphasized the 

benefits of the deals, and that of the opponents, who raised concerns or provided argu- 

ments against consolidation. 

Table 4-2 Implications of Mergers 

Data from Table 4-2 show that fear and concern dominated as many as 49.15 per- 

cent of the articles. 12.71 percent of the stories focused on the benefits, and more than a 

third of news reports presented both perspectives. 

One of the articles that discussed the risks and public fears ran with a headline 

"Bigger banks worry small business. Fewer banks called bad for consumers too."12 In this 

news report Catherina Swift, president of Canadian Federation of Independent Business, 

spoke against the mergers articulating the fear of many small and middle sized bushess 

owners, who argued that tinther concentration in an already very monopolized banking 

sector would mean fewer financial options for small business. Concerns raised in other 

stories were related to branch closings, job losses, higher service fees and interest rates, 

Percent 
12.7 1 

49.15 

38.14 

Implications 
Benefits 
Risks 

Benefits & Risks 

Total 

12. Deverell, J. (1998). Bigger Banks Worry Small Business. Fewer Banks Called Bad for Con- 
sumers too. The Toronto Stat Jan- 24. p. C3. 

Frequency 
15 

58 

45 

118 



and more limited services. In the wake of the CIBC and TDB announcement even the not- 

mdly conservative, business-friendly Globe and Mail seemed alert in its fiont page article 

"CIBC-TDB Merger Sets Off Alarm" to the extensive control that the banks would have if 

their deals were approved. 

Both the benefits and risks were presented in 38.14 percent of news reports. Typi- 

cal was a January 26, 1998 front page story in the Toronto Star. The headline read: "Big- 

ger is Better Two Banks Say. But Critics Argue That Evidence Of Benefits Is Slim." h 

this story spokespersons for RBC reasoned that the plan to merge was "a matter of sur- 

vival" for the banks, while critics argued that studies of bank mergers have not proven that 

amalgamations actually increase profitability or efficiency. The Globe and Mail also pre- 

sented contending arguments regarding the implications of the mergers. For example, one 

of its stories contrasted the concerns of millions of bank consumers and employees against 

the dream of banking officials to create a corporation of global scale which would allow 

them, as Matthew Banett said, to "kick ass" in the USA. 

Of all the news stories only a small proportion (12.71%) focused only on the bene- 

fits of the mergers. This means that four times more stories h e d  the issue in terms of 

risks rather than benefits, 

Some interesting findings were revealed by examining news coverage of implica- 

tions across different news organizations [Table 4-31. First, except on CBC's The 

National, fears and concerns outweighed the benefits of the deals. Second, neither of the 

broadcast networks ran stories focusing exclusively on the benefits of the amalgamations. 



Table 4-3 Crosstabulation: Medium by Implications 

While most of the stories on C W  mirrored the public's fears and concerns, report- 

Medium 
I 

Globe and Mail 
Toronto Star 

Mac lean's 
CBC The National 

CTV National News 

ers with the CBC strived to present both the benefits and risks of the deals. There were two 

exceptions: the first covered the Liberal caucus retreat in Collingwood, and the second 

i Tohl 

focused on the public's reactions in small towns and rural communities. In these items, 

Total 
41 

50 

7 

10 

LO 

Implications 

Liberal politicians discussed the disadvantages of the bank mergers, and small-town peo- 

Benefits 
3 

11 

I 

ple expressed their fears about branch closings, s e~*ces  charges and job losses. 

Third, it seems intriguing that concerns regarding the consolidation plans prevailed 

Risks 
21 

24 

4 

2 

7 

in the business-fiiendly Globe and Mail, while the Toronto Star, which is considered more 

Mixed 
17 

15 
2 

8 

3 

Liberal, had the highest percentage of stories focusing on the benefits of the mergers. 

Although these are very important indicators of the nature of coverage, it is difficult to 

explain why some media organizations performed contrary to what was expected given 

their presumed ideological orientations. 



Personalized News: Paul Martin and Bank Executives 

The media literature points out that one of the characteristics of news is that it con- 

centrates on the people engaged in political combat. The media coverage of the proposed 

bank mergers was not an exception. A number of stories focused on the powerfid people 

involved in this political battle, including banking and political personas such as b h n  

Cleghom, Matthew Barrett, Charles Baillie, AI Flood, Peter Godsoe, Holger Kluge, Paul 

Marda, and Konrad von Finckenstein. 

Journalists wrote about these people's careers, personal wins and losses, and pres- 

tige and status to make their pieces more exciting. Among these leading figures the minis- 

ter of fmance, Paul Martin received the most coverage. Of aIl the items in this sample, 10 

percent focused on his role in this political debate [Table 4-11. Many articles portrayed 

him as being in a difficult situation being on one hand a Liberal politician with leadership 

aspirations, and on the other a bbbusiness magnate"13 who bows the rules of the open 

economy and the new trends in the global market. This supposed cooflict was the main 

topic in some of the opinion pieces. One article in the Toronto Star hinted that Martin's 

future would depend on how well he handled the conflict with the most powem banks in 

~anada . ' ~  Others argued that the banks had put him to a test that would expose the "high- 

flying Liberal leadership aspirant as either a toady of Bay Street or a phony populist."15 

-- -- 

13. Greenspon, E. (1998). Martin Says No. Minister Cloaks Himself as Public Intenst Paul. 
GIobe and Mail. December IS. p. A15. 

14. Speirs, R (1998). Bank Merger Could Affect Martin's Future. The Toronto Star. January 27. p. 
A19. 

IS. Greenspon, E. (1998). Martin Says No. Minister Cloaks Himself as Public Interest Paul. 
Globe and Mail. December 15. p. A1S. 



Former Progressive Conservative leader Jean Charest, when asked about Paul Mamn's 

political prospects, said that the question was: "Will he be Merger Martin or Populist 

~au l?" '~  When Mr. Martin delivered his verdict that 'The bank mergers will not be 

allowed to proceed because they are not in the best interests of ~anadians,"'' he was 

given the nickname "Public Interest He was also depicted as a "laissez-faire lib- 

e~al:''~ a 'bbank-basher,"20 and a "politician of fashion?' On the other hand, some com- 

mentators praised him for being a "tough guy" who would not bend to powerful corporate 

pressures. 

The professional careers and personal lives of the bank executives also made head- 

lines. Contrary to the fmdings of other studies on business news, the banking executives 

tended not to receive critical coverage. The only exception was the chairman of the Bank 

of Montreal, Matthew Bar-tt, whose glib tongue and personal life evoked some carping 

news stories in the Globe and Mail- 

16. Greenspon, E. (1998). Martin Says No. Minister Cloaks Himself as Public Interest Paul. - 
Globe and Mail, December IS. p. A15. 

17. CBC The National (1998). December 14. 
18. Greenspon, E. (1998). Martin Says No. Minister Cloaks Himself as Public Interest PauI. 

Globe and Mail. December IS. p. AIS. 

19. Camp, D. (L998). Never Mind Sex Scandals! We Have Bank News! The Toronto Star. January 
28. p. A21. 

20. Wsor, A. (1998). The Power Game. The Globe and Mail. December 14. p. A9. 

21. Camp, D. (1998). Never Mind Sex Scandals! We Have Bank News! The Toronto Star. January 
28. p. A21, 



Subtopics of the Articles 

While examining the primary focus of each news story in the sample, the 

researcher found that in many cases more than two important themes were discussed 

within an article. For a more detailed analysis these were coded as subtopics. 

Table 4-4 Subtopics of Article 

* Frequency - Total differs from the number of artides because in some case more 

than one topic was assigned to an article 

** Percentages were calculated based on the number of articles (N=251). There- 

fore, percentages do not add up 100. 

Redts from Table 4-1 and Table 4-4 were compared and a very similar distniu- 

tion of kquencies for subtopic categories was found For instance, stories referring to the 

actions and strategies of the major players and discussions about the implications of the 

mergers had the highest counts. Next to these dominant themes were stories focusing on 

reports and recommendations submitted to the federal government. Paul Martin's role in 

Subtopics Frequency* 
9 

30 
29 

54 

32 

10 

20 

25 

14 

IMPLICATIONS 

ACTIONS & STRATEGIES 

PERSONALITIES 
REPORTS 
OTHER 

Percent** 
27.09 

38.24 

7.97 

9.96 

5.58 

Benefits 
Risks 

Benefits & Risks 

Merging-banks 
Government 
Non-merging banks & 
Financial Industry 
Paul Martin 
Recommendations 



the debate was mentioned in 9 percent of the items, and finally, several stories mentioned 

other topics. One could argue that this uniformity in coverage across different mediums 

(print and broadcast, newspaper and magazine) may be a result of similar journalistic 

practices, values and norms. 

'Shifting' Debate 

From the content analysis it is evident that the media focused primarily on the 

actions and strategies of the major players and on the implications of the mergers. How- 

ever, it seemed that as the debate wore on, the media shifted its focus. For example, when 

the RBC and BOM and the CIBC and TDB announced their intentions to amalgamate, the 

media put more emphasis on reporting the possible implications of the mergers and turned 

to politicians, government and banking sources for information. 

However, later in the year, when the various studies and reports were completed 

and submitted to the Finance Minister, the media's attention shifted to these reports, spe- 

cifically, to their content and recommendations. 

To test this hypothesis the sample of news items was divided into two phases. The 

sub-sample for Phase I included 130 news articles fcom January 23 to September 15, the 

time period when the merger announcements occurred. The Task Force report was seen by 

many obsexvers as a turning point in the debate, therefore Phase II covered the time period 

between September 15 and December 20. This sub-sample contained 121 news stories. 



Table 4-5 Phase I - Topics 

PERSONALITIES I Paul Martin 1 8  1 8.46 

TOP~C(S) 

STRATfEGIES 

Frequency 
LO 
38 
28 

~ 

OTHER I 1 13 1 10.00 

Percent 
58.46 Benefits 

Risks 
Benefits & Risks 

Merging Banks 

Government 
Non-merging banks 
& Financial Industry 
Advocates 

REPORTS 

* Frequency-Total differs fiom the number of articles because in most of 

the cases more than one topic was assigned to an article 

** Percentages were calculated based on the number of articles in Phase I 

(N=130). Therefore, percentages do not add up 100. 

31 

3 1 

13 

2 

Personalities 
Recommendations 

First, the main topic categories for Phase I and Phase II were juxtaposed by the 

researcher. Data from Table 4-5 and Table 4-6 show a significant difference in coverage. 

59.23 

During Phase I the media gave equal treatment to the strategies of major players (59.23%), 

3 

1 

and to social, economic and political implications of the mergers (58.46%). However, dur- 

0.77 

ing Phase II the coverage was more strategy oriented Almost twice as many stories 

focused on the actions of the players' as on the implications ofthe mergers [Table 4-61. 

Concurrently, the news media paid significant attention to what the different regulators 

and non-regulatory reports on bank mergers had found. In 36.36 percent of the stories, the 

main focus was on report findings, banking policies, and recommendations on how to 



reform the financial services industry. There were also twice as many stories discussing 

Paul Martin's role in this highly politicized debate. 

The number of stories in the "other" category indicates that new themes had 

emerged during the second phase of the debate. During this time several public opinion 

polls were conducted and the media's interest in these findings was evident. As a result, 

the percentage of articles in the "other" category almost doubled. 

Table 4-6 Phase II - Topics 

Topic(s) 
IMPLICATIONS 1 Benefits 

Risks 

Benefits & Risks 

Non-merging banks 
& Financial Industry 1 7 

Frequency* 
5 

20 

17 
STRATEGIES 

Percentf* 

34.7 1 

I Personalities I 4 I 

Merging banks 
Government 

PERSONALITIES 

* Frequency-Total differs fiom the number of articles because in some case more 

than one topic was assigned to an article 

** Percentages were calculated based on the number of articles (N=12I). 

Therefore, percentages do not add up LOO. 

27 
40 

Advocates 
Martin's Role 

REPORTS 
OTHER 

The shift in the news coverage was evident not ody in the topics but also in the 

6 1.98 

sourcing patterns. While politicians, and merging bank sources dominated throughout the 

2 

17 

Recommendations 

debate, the invoIvement of other sources was inconsistent. For example, there was a dra- 

17.36 

matic tum toward experts, regulators and public opinion polls during the second half of 

44 

24 

36.36 
19.83 



the debate. Concurrently, public interest advocates, big business, financial industry and 

small business sources almost disappeared from the media discourse. 

Results from content analysis indicate a "shift" in the way the media covered the 

bank merger debate. Lance Bennett's theory of press-state relations may hold the key to 

why the media coverage apparently followed the federal government's agenda Bennett 

argued that when the government is perceived as acting in the public interest news profes- 

sionals tend to settle for the comfortable role of being the "keepers of the official record" 

instead of raising a critical or independent voice. One can argue that during the bank 

merger debate, many of the journalists perceived that the Finance Minister was conscious 

of the need to protect the interests of ordinary people, including bank consurnen, bank 

employees, small and middle sized businesses, and people in small towns and rural areas, 

thus, they merely reported on the debate as it unfolded. For example, during Phase I many 

stories focused on the possible implications of the mergers which were the main concern 

for the Finance Minister, federal politicians and public interest advocates, but when the 

studies and reports by several expert groups were completed and submitted to the govern- 

ment the content of these reports and the recommendations put forth by different experts 

became the main topics of the news. 

Issue Coverage and News Frames 

A number of very important issues were raised and disputed during the bank 

merger debate. These were identified and coded by the researcher. Table 4-7 presents the 

list of issues that received substantial media coverage. Some of these themes were intro- 

duced by the bank executives who proposed the mergers. For example, they argued that 



"size matters" in the financial services industry, and that with increased assets they would 

be able to stand up to competition fkom increasingly massive foreign financial institutions. 

They claimed that if their banks grew larger they would become influential players in glo- 

bal markets. The banks also insisted that the mergers would allow them to invest in tech- 

nologies and innovations improving the services they offer customers. 

Table 4-7 Issues 

Media reporters, however, did not take most of the pro-merger arguments for 

granted. Along with poIiticians, experts, public advocates, financial industry players and 

Issues Frequency Percent* 
I 

Domestic Competition 137 54.58 

Jobs 127 50.60 

i 

Banking Policies 
Foreign Competitors 
Size 
Sexvices 
Bank branches 
Concentration in banking 
sector 

Efficiency & 

Rofitability 
Globalization 
International Competition 
Service-fees 
Small business . 
Banks in Rural Communities 
New Technologies, 

Innovations 
Ownership 

122 

111 

104 

102 

92 

86 

83 

79 

77 

73 
71 

60 

60 

46 

48.6 1 

$4.22 

4 1.43 

40.63 

36.65 

34.26 

33.07 

3 1.47 

30.68 

29.08 

28.29 

23.90 

23 -90 

18.33 



other sceptics, they fostered the debate over these and a series of other issues concerning 

the mergers. First, they questioned the validity of the arguments put forth by big banks. 

For example, columnist Jefiey Simpson argued that there was no evidence that bigness 

was necessarily akin to competitive virtue, and doubted that the new mega-banks would 

benefit ~ d a n s ?  in an interview for the Toronto Star, Robert Kirton of the University 

of Waterloo referred to several studies conducted in the United States and Australia which 

found no evidence that bigger banks offer more benefits to their  customer^?^ Newspapers 

and TV reports were sprinkled with quotes fkom experts and consumer advocates who 

argued that mergers result in fewer jobs, less bank branches and higher service fees. Small 

business advocates urged the government to protect their interests. Financial industry 

sources warned that the mergers could trigger a domino-effect, making other banks Look 

for merger partners, and dramatically alter the banking sector. Canadian nationalists were 

concerned about the ownership of banks; they claimed that if the financial institutions 

grow into global corporations their national identity would be in jeopardy. Both pro- and 

anti-merger advocates, however, thought that the need for banking policy reform was 

inevitable. 

Table 4-7 contains the figures on how often a particular issue was mentioned In 

more than 54 percent of the stories, the media referred to the issue of competition in Can- 

ada's banking sector. Almost as many times (50.60%), news stories addressed job-related 

issues. References to bnking policies and regulations were made in 48.61 percent of the 

stories, while 44.22 percent commented on the threat that foreign banks pose to domestic 

22. Simpson, 1. (1998). Bank Merger Mania Means a Giant Bronx Cheer for Canadians. 
Globe and Mail. April 21. p. A18. 

23. Israelson, D. (1998). Bigger is Better, Two Banks Say But Critics Argue that Evidence of Ben- 
efits is S h .  The Toronto Star. January 26. p. Al. 



banks. The size of the financiai institutions was also frequently discussed. The quality and 

variety of services was a matter of concern in 40.63 percent of the news items. The issue 

of bank branches especially in small towns and nual communities, and the level of con- 

centration in the banking sector received almost the same amount of media attention. 

Table 4-8 Crosstabulation: Perspectives by Issues 

I 
-- 

Perspectives 

Issues 

Domestic Comp. 
- - - - 

,Jobs I 18 I -  62 1- i 7 - r  10 

Foreign Banks 1 45 1 27 1 8 1 31 1 1 1 1  

Merger 
23 

127 

Policy 

Size 1 28 1 31 1 2 7  1 18 1 1 0 4  

Services I 14 1 48 ( 14 1 26 1 102 

Critical 
64 

13 

Branches 1 8  1 5 3 1  8 1 - 2 3  1 - 9 2 -  

Concentration 1 6  1 6 1  1 2  1 1 7 ( 8 6  

Both 
I I 

25 

Neutrrl I Totai 
39 1 137 

4 

Efficiency 
Globalization 

Innovations 1 2 4  1 3  ( 2  1 3 1 1 6 0  

International Comp. 
Fees 

Small Business 

Ownership I1 L 3 1 21 46 

Total 331 522 128 449 1430 

80 

35 

29 

The next three issues in the ranking, e6ciency and profitability, international 

competition and globahation, were noted as the major driving forces behind the mergers 

in more than one-third of the stories. Almost the same amount of coverage deah with ser- 

122 

55 

I1 

5 

21 

4 
3 

38 

36 

4 

3 

5 
11 

7 

23 
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83 

79 

14 

13 

23 

77 

73 
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vice fees and bank services to small business and rural communities. The media coverage 

referred to the bank's need for development through new technologies and innovations in 

23.90 percent of the items. The least debated issue was the ownership of banks. 

Although the above analysis shows that the media promulgated a wide array of 

issues during the debate, the scholarly literature suggests that the way that issues were pre- 

sented, the "hne" that is used, could have a great influence on readers and television 

viewers." Therefore, issues were categorized according to whose perspectives they mir- 

rored. When there was no clear indication on whose perspective m e d  the issue, it was 

coded as neutral. Occasionally both pro-merger and critical positions were articulated and 

these cases were coded into the "both" category. 

Table 4-8 indicates that the issue-coverage was dominated by merger critics, 

whose perspectives W e d  36.50 percent of the issues, while 23-15 percent of the cases 

conveyed pro-merger positions. One-third (3 1.40%) of the issues mentioned but did not 

have a particular slant. The above findings indicate that the news media fostered critical 

perspectives over supportive ones. 

Effects of the Mergers: Big Winners and Big Losers 

It is widely believed that the news media play a pivotal role in mediating public 

discome on important policy issues. It is also known that often the implications of a pol- 

icy on ordinary citizens receive less attention because the media pay more attention to 

conflict, personalities, or dramatic events. Therefore, one of the research objectives was to 

24. For more on this argument see Weaver, D. H. (1996). What Voters Leam From Media 
Annals of the American Academy. Vol. 546. p. 34-47. 



examine how news media covered the interest of c o m e r s  and bank employees during 

the debate. 

Table 4-9 shows that bank consumers, employees, small and middle size busi- 

nesses, the banking sector, and small towns were most kequently identified as potential 

bearers of the consequences of the mergers. When it was explicitly stated, the direction of 

the effects was also coded and used to establish who would benefit or lose from the merg- 

ers. 

Bank consumers and employees were the biggest losers identified by the media. 

On January 24, 1998 the Toronto Star cited Opposition party leader Preston Manning say- 

ing that "Without competition this merger could be viewed as a blank cheque to abuse 

Canadian consumers ..." Bank employees were identified second most often in the context 

of adverse affects. On January 27, CBC's The National reported on a potential loss of over 

9,000 jobs if the RBC and the BOM merged. The same trend held for small towns and 

rural communities. The media also suggested that there wouid be negative consequences 

for ma11 and mid-size businesses. In response to the CIBC and TDB announcement, one 

s m d  business lobbyist argued in the Toronto Star that fbrther consolidation in the banking 

indtistxy would further the already deteriorated conditions for small town businesses, "We 

see already, where there are only two institutions in a community, higher service charges, 

higher collateral demands, higher interest rate charges and Less access to 

Media coverage also identified who would benefit £?om the mergers. Among these 

groups, merging banks were indicated in 36.25 percent of the statements as the ultimate 

winners. The financial services industry was also perceived as a potential winner in the 

25. Lawton, V. (1998). Sd-Town Businesses Fear Loss of Choices. When There's Only One 
Game ... in Town, S y s  the Limit. The Toronto Sku. Apd  18. p. C3. 



mergers. Canada, and Canadians ranked next to them. The media also indicated a positive 

outcome for big business and shareholders. 

Table 4-9 Wmners and Losers 

Results from content analysis indicate that journalists reporting on the bank merger 

debate addressed the interest of consumers and bank employees in different ways. First, 

many stories focused on the possible implications of the mergers on Canadians of every 

stripe, from bank consumers, through bank employees, small business owners, to the big 

corporations. Second, in the context of the debate, many of the issues were related directly 

to the needs of bank consumers and employees. The media, while covering different 

issues, brought to light diverse opinions regarding how these mergers would effect mil- 

lions ofbank consumers through the Wty and type of services they receive, the services 

Effects 
Merging Banks 
Banking Sector 
S hareho Iders 
Consumers 
EmpIoyees/Jobs 
Canadian Economy 
Small Business 
Big Business 
RuraI Canada 
Canada, Canadians 
Financial Industry 
Other 

I 

Total 

Direction 

Pro- 
Stakeholder 

I 

Total 
Contra- 

Stakeholder 
51 

59 

20 

14 1 

100 

8 
67 

18 

59 

36 
I 

46 

9 
I 

614 

Neutral 
15 

53 

12 

96 

60 

4 

49 

9 

34 
21 

33 
6 

392 

29 

2 
7 

6 

2 
2 

0 

7 

1 

9 
12 

3 

80 

7 

4 

I 

39 

38 
2 

18 

2 

24 

6 

1 

0 

142 



charges they pay, and the number of bank branches they access in big cities, rural commu- 

nities and small towns. Many of the stories pointed out that the jobs of thousands of people 

employed in the banking sector and in financial services were on the line. Table 4-9 con- 

firms that the interest of c o m e r s  and bank employees was a great concern of the 

national news media. 

Tone of Coverage 

Finally, the general tone of each article was examined, based on how the news 

reports mirrored the facts and events as well as whose accounts dominated the coverage. 

Stories were coded as positive if they supported the idea of mergers and negative if they 

were critical of the merger proposals. Those stories which contained both supportive and 

critical sentiments were coded as balanced. In cases where there was no clear direction 

regarding the article's tone they were coded as neutral. Results in Table 4-10 show that 

more than half of the news stories were balanced. 27.49 percent of the stories were found 

to be critical and only 8.76 percent were supportive of the mergers, which implies that 

"bad news" about the mergers outweighed "good news" by a ratio of 3: 1. 

Table 4-10 Tone of Coverage 

Tone 
Positive 
Negative 

N e d  
Other 

L 

Total 

Frequency 

22 

69 

Percent 
8.76 

27.49 

19 

13 

251 

7-57 

5.18 



These findings support the results of other studies on business coverage that sug- 

gest that in business stories negative news outweighs positive news? Of all the news 

items, only 7.57 percent were neuttal and 5.18 percent were in the "other" category. These 

stories while critical in tone, referred to the federal government, Paul Martin, or the banks 

but not to the merger proposals. 

However, the reliability of these findings could be questioned because the analysis 

of tone was carried out on all the news articles, including both hard news stories and opin- 

ion pieces, which are completeiy different news genres. While hard news stories are fac- 

tual and should be neutral or balanced in tone, columns are special think pieces designated 

for personal opinions, views or thoughts. To alleviate the potentiai bias in findings, the 

same analysis was replicated on hard news stories. 

AIthough the dismiution of balanced, positive, negative, neutral and other stories 

found in the original sample and in the sub-sample of hard news stories was very similar, 

hard news reports appeared to be less slanted. The percentage of balanced and neutral sto- 

ries was higher (58.3% and 9%) than that in the larger sample, while the amount of biased 

items was lower. The percentage of positively and negatively biased opinion pieces was 

up (13.7% and 3 1.6%) but the ratio between them was lower 1: 2.5. 

In addition, tone of coverage was crosstabdated with news organizations in order 

to determine if any of the news organizations were significantly different in tone than the 

others. Figure 4-1 illustrates that there were significant differences in tone of news cover- 

age across different media organizations. Among the five news outlets, CBC's The 

26. Eldridge, I (Ed) (1995). News Content, Language and VmIs. Glasww Media Group Reader.. 
VoI. I. London: Routledge; Hackett (1986). 



National had the highest percentage (78.3%) of balanced stories, followed by Maclean's 

(59.3%), the Globe and Mail (48.8%) and CTVys National News (47.1 %). 

The Toronto Star had the lowest percentage of balanced stories (45.0%)' while the 

amount of critical or negative stories was significant. The Toronto Star and CTV's 

National News had the same percentage of negative stories, while the CBC's news cover- 

age provided the least negative media coverage. 

Percentages show that the Globe and Mail had more positive articles (14.3%) then 

any of the others. Interestingly, the CBC was the only medium without positively biased 

stories. The three print mediums had some neutral stories, and in every medium there was 

a certain percentage of stories in the 'other' category which were critical in tone but not in 

relation to the bank mergers. 

When closely examined Figure 4-1 shows the relative differences across the medi- 

ums. First, the Toronto Star and CWys National News had the highest percentage of nega- 

tive stories. The Toronto Star is known to be reiatively liberal with nationaIistic leanings; 

its ideological orientation could explain why it was more critical of the mergers than the 

other mediums. However, it is interesting that the commercial television network (CTV) 

was also very critical of the four banks. 

The fact that the Globe and Mail had the most positively biased stories could also 

be related to ideological proclivity, as it has a reputation of being a conservative and pro- 

business newspaper. 
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Figure 4-1 News Media by Tone of Coverage 

Conclusions 

Results generated by examining the main topics and issues indicate that the stories 

in Canada's most influential news outlets were generated by, or focused on the two most 

powem players in this debate, namely the federal government and the banks with merger 

plans. In many respects the news coverage resembled what in the media Literature is calIed 

strategic or 'horse-race coverage.' This means that j o ~ s t s  depicted the merger debate 

as a competition, with winners and losers, while the issues received less attention. It is also 

evident fiom the analysis that the news media gave more attention to the actions and strat- 



egies of the federal government compared to other players involved. The government, by 

taking a role as the 'protector" of the public interest and of the little guy, was able not only 

to reclaim control over the agenda from the banks that had triggered the debate with their 

controversial merger plans but also to tailor the process in a way that served its best inter- 

est. This was apparent @om the media coverage where the events chosen to be reported 

on, especially during phase II of the debate, coincided with those events that were set by 

the govemment as milestones for its review process. For example, the findings and recom- 

mendations put forth by the federal Task Force, the Senate Banking Committee, the House 

of Commons Finance Committee, the Competition Bureau and the OSFI were vital to the 

review process, and the results from their studies and reports steered media coverage. 

Despite the fact that strategic coverage dominated the news discourse, many vital 

issues were aired during the debate. The media, one could argue, made a tremendous 

effort to address several issues in relation to consumers, employees, financial industry, 

and the country's economy on the one hand, and to provide the amount of information that 

people needed to understand the issues concerning the country's most important industry 

on the other. However, in this highly charged political dialogue the national news media 

had difficulties remaining balanced in its coverage. As my findings clearly illustrate, anti- 

merger sentiments received more coverage than the pro-merger arguments. Privileging 

critical views by the media may be interpreted in two ways: some could argue that this 

was another example of bias in business news, where fear and "bad news" about the bank 

mergers offset "good news." On the other hand, others could argue that the media were 

doing exactly what they were expected to do, namely they acted as a 'katchdog" against 

the four banks, whose intention to merge their operations into mammoth-sized institutions 



was perceived by many Canadians as a potential threat to consumers, bank employees and 

to the financial services industry. 

The results of my analysis of the tone of coverage suggest that the news media 

attempted to present the debate in a fair and objective manner but they failed to achieve a 

balance in presenting diverse perspectives and viewpoints as well as in giving equal 

access to different groups of sources. 

In the final chapter, I will attempt to analyze these findings in the context of differ- 

ent theories of the press and provide an overall picture of the news coverage of this multi- 

faceted public policy debate. 



V DISCUSSION 

The Role of the News Media in the Bank Merger Debate 

As Canada's most significant business story of 1998, the proposed bank mergers 

between the Royal Bank of Canada and Bank of Montreal, and the Canadian Imperial 

Bank of Commerce and Toronto Dominion Bank, triggered a fervent public debate. The 

national news media extensively covered the epic power struggle, pitting business against 

government and corporate Canada against ordinary Canadians. 

This thesis utilized the case study approach to examine the role of the news media 

in the public discourse and the nature of news coverage that the bank merger issue 

received. tn this concluding chapter, the results of content analysis and personal inter- 

views conducted with journalists will be discussed in light of the theories of the press and 

research questions that were presented. First, the major quantitative and qualitative find- 

ings will be examined against the liberal pluralist, conservative, and media hegemony the- 

ories. This will lead to a discussion of the impIications of this study for news media in 

general, and scholarly research, journalists and audiences in particdar. 

Business News: ?Public Forum" or Elite Discourse? 

According to liberal p l d s t s ,  the media system provides infomation about social 

and political issues and acts as a "public forum" in which diverse opinions can be commu- 



nicated. This thesis can only offer tentative assumptions regarding the amount and quality 

of knowledge that was communicated to the public during the bank merger debate. It 

appears that the bank merger proposals received substantial media coverage in Canada's 

most prestigious national print media. Readers of the Globe and Mail and the Toronto Star 

were able to learn about the event and new developments fiom hard news stories, news 

analysis and columns that appeared on a daily basis. Occasionally, the coverage was very 

extensive, with more than a dozen articles published on the same day. The announcements 

of the proposed mergers by the R&BOM, and the CIBC-TD banks, the federal Task 

Force's report, and Paul Martin's decision were elevated to 'media events.' The weekly 

news magazine Maclean's regularly reported on the new developments and devoted three 

special issues to the debate. The broadcast media also dedicated significant amounts of 

time to inform their viewers about the banks' merger plans, political and public reactions 

that followed the announcements, and developments in the story. 

Yet, evaluating the national media's performance based on the amount of coverage 

without considering the substance of the news would be insufficient and misleading. Thus, 

this thesis examined the news content, focusing on several issues: sources most often 

quoted, voices favoured or marginalized, topics and issues covered, and the tone of cover- 

age. 

The examination of sourcing patterns in Chapter Three revealed that banking and 

government spokespersons dominated the news discourse. Besides them, a large group of 

professional experts, including Iawyers, academics, and analysts were quoted. The views 

of public- and consumer-interest groups as well as ordinary citizens received scant atten- 

tion. However, several news reports suggested that P a d  Martin's decision was heavily 

influenced by the overriding public dissatisfaction with the banks in gene&, and with 



their merger proposals in particular. It is interesting that media coverage did not substanti- 

ate this influence. Although some news stories referred to negative public attitudes 

towards the banks and reported on the lack of public support for the bank mergers, these 

occurrences were rare. 

The findings regarding sourcing patterns cast considerable doubt on the liberal 

pluralist model that conceptualizes the news media as a "public fonun" where diverse 

viewpoints are communicated to the public. However, they do provide a rough confirma- 

tion of the existence of a hierarchy of access that favours the elites. 

Further analysis of elite sources revealed no source bias in favour of politicians or 

banking sector sources. This finding is especially important because it allows the validity 

of conservative claims to be tested. Consewative critics portray the media as power-seek- 

ing organizations that willllly distort reality and promote a liberal agenda through enter- 

tainment and public affairs programming. 

This study refbtes conservative claims of an anti-business bias, because the views 

and perspectives of both political and banking elites were almost equally publicized. For 

instance, when the numbers of cited financial industry and political sources were com- 

pared, the resufts revealed that the former gained more access to the news media. Thus, the 

findings of sourcing patterns challenge not only the pluralist principle of source diversity 

but also the conservative notion of the media as the adversary of established authority. 

According to the proponents of hegemony theory, journalists must seek out "offi- 

cial" and 'scrediile" sources as part of the code of objectivity. Given their position and 

accessibility to the media, government and corporate officials are the media's favourite 

sources. Theorists argue that the continuing tendency in the media towards prideging 



elite sources allows that these representatives of major institutions are the "primary defin- 

ers" of public discourse, During the bank merger debate, politicians and corporate spokes- 

persons were awarded the status of most "newsworthy" sources. As a result readers and 

viewers were primarily exposed to the perspectives of those at the apex of power in Cana- 

dian society. In this respect, news coverage of the proposed bank mergers was Limited in 

scope and hegemonic in nature. 

In personal interviews reporters claimed that presenting diverse opinions was their 

top priority: "...my job is to give voice to people, to give everyone their say, give everyone 

their side of the story, and to give everyone sort of equal time as best as possible..."' How- 

ever, the sourcing pattern was dependent upon the availability of certain groups of actors 

to participate in the debate. For example, until late December when the Maclean's maga- 

zine published its own opinion poll, there was no reliable information on what public 

opinion was regarding the mergers. Getting bank employees to talk was another challenge 

for the reporters. As one of them stated: 

'9 would have liked to give voices to the bank employees who womed about 

their fbture, but they were impossible to find, let alone persuade to talk, 

because the banks bad organized employees in such a way that they all knew 

they should only talk about the benefits of the mergers." 

Finding people with diverse standpoints within the business community was 

another difficulty. Most of them were reluctant to share their views because of the close 

relationships they had with the banks: 

1. Journalists inte~~ewed have =quested that their names be WithheId. In order to protect the iden- 
tity of these subjects, names and dates of inte~ews are not incIuded- Persod interview with a 
reporter, 

2. Personal interview with a reporter, 



"We tried everything we could think of to get off the beaten path and tind 

red people with real reactions ... Whenever possible, we tried to get one bank 

to teU us things about what one of the other banks was doing ... Analysts 

were difficult because so many were employed by bank-owned brokerages or 

else for firms that had some involvement in the deal. This is a big problem in 

Canadian business whenever there is a big story ... it can be hard to be 'selec- 

tive' about sources; if, like me, you just want to take whatever you can get, 

you have to do a lot of legwork finding people you can trust but then making 

sure you have sources to offset their points of view, so you are not writing 

one side's version of  event^."^ 

Bias in Business News 

Are the Media Acting as 6bWatchdog9' or  "Adversaryn? 

In the Liberal pluralist hadition the watchdog metaphor is very powerful. It means 

that the news media, independent from other power centres and institutions in society, 

guard against potential abuses by government and other powem institutions. 

Systematic analysis of news content revealed that during the bank merger debate 

the media tried to maintain their knage as a "watchdog." This was apparent in several 

ways. Journalists, for example, approached the bank merger proposals with a certain level 

of scepticism and dismay. Along with merger critics, they raised questions and introduced 

series of contesting arguments. They drew on different expert sources, who made the 

debate more vivid. In general, the arguments of pro-merger advocates were juxtaposed 

- - 

3. Personal interview with a business reporteE 



with critical perspectives and vice versa; this indicates that journalists tried to probe the 

validity of the claims on both sides. 

Findings of this study also imply that the press and broadcast media made a tre- 

mendous effort to explore the possible implications of the bank mergers for a wide range 

of players, from bank consumers, employees, small and middle-sized business owners, to 

shareholders and h c i a l  industry players. The fact that the national news media covered 

the human interest angle of the issue and bolstered discussions of political, social and eco- 

nomic ramifications suggests that they performed their watchdog role and operated within 

the h i e d  democratic w e .  

However, one could argue that the media played more than their traditional watch- 

dog role. The findings in Chapter Four show that critical perspectives prevailed in the cov- 

erage. News coverage was thus biased against the mergers. For example, when the 

possible implications of the mergers were discussed, the arguments of the proponents, 

who focused on the benefits of the deals, were downplayed and challenged by the perspec- 

tives of bank merger critics. Of ail the news stories that focused on the possible impact of 

the mergers, 49.15 percent were h e d  by those concerned with the impact on consum- 

ers, employees and the kture of the banking industry. In addition, most of the issues pre- 

sented in news stories were W e d  fiom the critics' point of view. Finally, negative 

stories overbalanced positive ones in terms of the tone of coverage. 

Bennett argues that media criticism of established authority, in this case of the 

banks with consolidation plans, are rare and stand against the entrenched pattern of offi- 

cial reporting. When cases like these appear, they create the ''illusiony' that the media are 

independent of the powerholders. 



In the past, the critical approach of the media to business and policy issues often 

evoked conservative accusations of biased reporting. Thus, the question of why media 

coverage was biased cannot be ignored. It appears that the critical posture taken by the 

media during the debate was triggered by the banks' actions. The bank executives allowed 

the media to pursue a more aggressive approach with the timing of their merger announce- 

ments and by sidestepping the Minister of Finance. There is no evidence to suggest that 

journalists willingly aligned themselves as political actors with the positions of the federal 

government or other players. On the contrary, the results in Chapter Three indicate that 

reporters accessed many corporate sources, including other banks, fmancial industry 

sources, and representat;,ves of small and big businesses, but found little support for the 

bank mergers. Their news stories simply reflected the discontent expressed by the political 

leadership, other financial industry officials, and citizen groups. Thus, the national news 

media cannot be accused of deliberate distortion of reality or anti-business bias. 

(CPresslState Relations" Revisited 

Media scholars argue that, although news organizations are independent £?om the 

state, the state exerts a force field over media representations of public affhks. The state's 

influence is wielded in part through its perceived democratic legitimacy. Accordingly, 

hard news coverage is disproportionately dependent on a narrow range of relatively pow- 

e*I sources, such as major political parties and government officials. Liberal p i d s t s  

regard the orientation of journalists to established political institutions as not only under- 

standable but appropriate. However, adherents of hegemony theory claim that journalists 



not only privilege official sources, but they also often amplify and reproduce the interpre- 

tative frameworks posed by these actors. 

The findings of my study indicate that politicians who were critical of or opposed 

to the mergers, were fkquently quoted in news stories. The news stories reinforced their 

self-representations as a defender of public interest. They were also positioned in the sto- 

ries as defining sources more often than any other groups of actors, which gave them the 

opportunity to influence the news agenda. One could argue that their perspectives were the 

dominant news frame through which most of the events were selected and the issues were 

presented. Concurrently, officials representing the banks that intended to merge, who were 

also often cited in news stories, appeared in the role of responding sources or as "challeng- 

ers" to the government's banking po Iicies. 

The results also indicate that politicians exerted influence on newsmaking because 

the government's strategy received a great share of the coverage. The "shift" in the debate, 

which occurred during the second half of the year, also supports the contention that the 

government's strategy steered the debate and the media coverage. A reporter interviewed 

for this study acknowledged that the actions of the government were very influential: 

"What the government really wanted, and what they were prepared to do to get it, was 

always a big part of the story, and something we had to track and write about all year.'4 

This tendency was more explicit in television news than in the print media. Many 

TV news stories were placed within the context of a parliamentary debate, parliamentary 

hearings, or reports completed by expert p u p s  that were established by the government 

and reported back to it. The empirical data suggests that the government's actions had an 

4. Personal interview with a business reporter. 



important impact on the come of the coverage, and it confirms that news discouse was 

indexed implicitly to the range and dynamics of the debate among government officials 

and spokespersons for the banks with merger plans. 

It appeared that journalists had taken a passive role and simply reported on the 

debate. They acted more, to use Bennett's description, as "keepers of the official record," 

leaving the task of policing the merger plans and the banking sector to the government 

itself. They were also reluctant to enter the national political dialogue as independent 

voices. This type of 'passive" reporting, argues Bennett, does not serve democracy, 

because the "media passes dong only those issues that are raised by officials'' and com- 

presses public opinion to fit into a range of debate between institutional power blocks. In 

that way public opinion is transformed into a new quality that reflects the opinions and 

values of those in power? 

News Values: Conflict, Strategies, and Personalities 

The merger announcement was in many respects a great story to report on. The 

clash between the political and banking elites, which is very unusual in Canadian politics, 

made the story interesting and "newsworthy." It had the element of novelty and surprise. It 

involved conflict, drama and personalities whose careers and personal lives were also of 

interest to journalists. 

Interviews conducted with reporters who covered the event confirmed that the 

organization of news work significantly affected their news stories. Covering the bank 

merger debate, they claimed, consisted largely of a set of routine, standardized activities. 

5. Bennett (1988); (1990). 



In print media outlets, which aIl have a business section, business reporters were assigned 

to coordinate the coverage. These journalists possessed knowledge about the industry, and 

had ongoing relations with some of the important sources. Beside these full time business 

reporters several others contributed to the coverage. This explains the relatively high num- 

ber of hard news stories, most of which were classified as business stories and placed in 

the business section of newspapers. 

Reporters working for the television networks felt more constrained by organiza- 

tional imperatives than their colleagues writing for the newspapers. Both CBC aad CTV 

reporters said that they covered a wide variety of issues beside the bank merger debate 

"from budgets to wars" with limited resources and time constraints. As a result, they had 

to focus on the major developments in the story. 

Scholars who support the media hegemony notion argue that the logic of news pro- 

duction, along with journalistic values and norms, perpetuates the dominant hegemony. 

They say that news is hegemonic when it focuses on visible conflict and not on the deep 

consensus that exists among the competing actors. Examination of the main topics of the 

articles in Chapter Four revealed that more than 60 percent of the news items focused on 

the acts and strategies of the players involved in this power struggle. This means that jour- 

nalists covering the story followed the traditional news presentation form. Instead of fos- 

tering discussions on major policy issues, they focused on conflict, the main players, and 

prospective winners and losers. 

From interviews I learned that journalists were aware that the strategies of the 

players had a great impact on the nature of coverage but, as one reporter pointed out, it 

was difficult to cover the story differently because of the way the pIayers ran their cam- 

paigns: "It [the campaign of the banks or the government] was run Eke an election cam- 



paign ... People talked, but the challenge was to keep assessing what they said so as to 

figure out what was actually going on.'& This statement also indicates that both public 

officials and corporations adjusted their campaigns to common news gathering practices 

which enabled them to exercise more control over the information available to the media? 

While devoting themselves to strategic coverage, reporters also focused on the 

major personalities such as the chairmen of the banks, politicians, and regulators. Todd 

Gitlin, one of the proponents of the hegemony theory, argues that personalized news 

avoids dealing with the power structures and political processes that lie behind the issues 

because it concentrates on the struggle among powerful individuals? 

The focus on attractive personalities in Bennett's opinion is twofold: it encourages 

a passive attitude among the public, letting those personalities to do the thinking and act- 

ing for them; and the information provided by the media is fragmented and makes it hard 

to understand the history and institutional context of the story? 

GitIin argues that personalization of the political debate, which in this study con- 

cerned almost 13 percent of the stories, means that news criticism is directed toward the 

individual person, not the group or the class to which he or she belongs. This was clearly 

the case during the bank merger debate, where the banks with merger plans, their execu- 

tives, and the Finance Minister were often the targets of criticism. The political system 

and the banking system never came under sustained scrutiny. 

6. Persona1 mtewiew. 

7. Ericson et al. (1989). 

8. GitIin (1980). 

9. Bennett (1988). 



In interviews, journalists stated that because they perceived the debate to be highly 

complex and political they tried to apply the j o d s t i c  norms of political balance and 

critical detachment more forcefblly. According to one journalist: 

"I tried to remain neutral all the way through, and look at what was really 

happening or likely to happen, ... I did not, as some of the other national pub- 

lications chose to do, take sides or advocate that the mergers would be a good 

or bad thing. I tried to look at all the forces at play and keep people 

informed.. ." lo 

The discussion with journalists about their relationship with sources also con- 

firmed the hegemonic nature of coverage because, as they pointed out, news accounts 

were built upon a discursive terrain that was already marked by competing interests and 

ideologies struggling to win popular consent for their way of making sense of the world. 

Business News: Site of Ideological Struggle 

Given that the public debate unfolded around the largest proposed corporate merg- 

ers in Canada's history, some of the core values of our society, specificaily those of liberal 

capitalism, were also revisited. Most of the values emerged within the context of issue- 

coverage. The issues of competition, profit-making, globalization, ownership, and techno- 

logical progress were central to the news discourse. Issues regarding the rights of the con- 

sumers, the m e  of employees, and the role of the state as a regulatory body were also 

raised during the debate. Despite the fact that these principles were contested by pro- and 

anti-merger advocates, these core values were never challenged. On the contrary, their 

10. Personal interview. 



importance was reinforced in the news. In an interview for the Toronto Star, the Minister 

of Finance descriied some of these values and how they would measure up in his deci- 

sion: 

"Our objective is to make sure that we have, on the one hand, banks that are, 

on the global basis, able to help business expand, create new jobs and pay for 

the kind of technologies which they require. At the same time, and of every 

bit of importance, are banks that provide consumers with the most cost-effec- 

tive service possible, that maintain employment, and that we have a satisfac- 

tory level of domestic competition." 

The media discourse also illustrated the contradictory nature of these principles. 

For example, both sides agreed upon the importance of maintaining the efficiency of the 

banking system, but they disagreed on how to achieve it. While the four banks argued that 

merging their operations would help them remain efficient, critics argued that other finan- 

cial industry players would lose their ability to compete with the "big" banks. Another 

example that illustrates the contradictory nature of the values underlying the liberal capi- 

talist system relates to the value of wealth accumulation. While spokespeople for the four 

banks said that the amalgamation among their banks would mean more gains for the merg- 

ing banks and their shareholders, they ignored the fact that it would compromise the inter- 

ests of consumers and bank employees. 

One could argue that the news discourse was a terrain of struggle not only among 

political and banking elites and pro- and anti merger advocates but also between two diS 

ferent articdations of l'berd capitalist ideology. The more traditional concept was 

embraced and reinforced by anti-merger advocates, including politicians, experts, public 

11. Stewaa E., Harper, T. (1998). PM Reserves Right to Cancel Marriage Bids. I Won't be 
Rushed Into a Decision, Chretien Says. The Toronto Star. April 18. p. Al. 



interest groups and ordinary people. In general, they perceived the amalgamation plans of 

the RBC-BOM and CIBC-TD banks as a challenge to government authority. They saw it 

as an attempt to intervene in political processes and influence future banking policies. 

Therefore, bank critics supported the idea of the government's involvement in the econ- 

omy through regulatiom, new policies, and consumer protection. 

Many of the official statements that appeared in the news reinforced the view that 

the government should play an important role in liberal democracy. For instance, the Min- 

ister of Finance, in response to the RBC-BOM announcement, said that "Our main interest 

is the protection of the consumers. It is the protection of the public, whether that public is 

in downtown Toronto or is in a very small town that may be served by one bank 

branch."12 

On the other hand, the arguments of pro-merger advocates underscored the issues 

of size, efficiency, profitability, globalization and integration, competition and innova- 

tions, etc. But these arguments, to some extent, deviated fkom the logic of liberal capital- 

ism, because the market was amplified at the expense of other considerations. One could 

argue that the rhetoric of the banks' chairmen was in line with the values of what is hown 

as market IiberaIism, 

Deregulation of the industry was also on the agenda of the pro-merger group. In an 

interview for the Toronto Star Jayson Myers of the Alliance of Manufacturers and Export- 

ers of Canada said that "Regulation is keeping our banks small. Regulation is not a way to 

go." 

L2. Eggertson, L. (1998). I Won't be Pushed on Bank Merger, Martin Says. The Toronto Star. Jan- 
uary 27. p. AL. 



The logic of market hiedsm which devalues the public sphere by emphasizing 

individual over collective decision-making in the marketplace was a key element in the 

debate. On December 10, an editorial ran in the Globe and Mail argued that: " ... banks, 

like other companies, must be free to define the strategy that they judge will serve them 

and their shareholders best" The editorial also pointed out the advantages of individual 

over collective decision making: "...experience shows that the economy is far better 

served when decisions are made by those with a personal stake in their success, rather than 

by those with even well-meaning political agendas, who will not directly bear the costs of 

business failures*" In this respect, the news discourse mirrored not only the clash between 

two competing players in the political arena but also the ideological struggle that takes 

place in Canadian society. 

The ideological orientations of the individual journalists and news organizations 

did not predetermine the coverage, but it did surface in columns and editorials. For 

instance, aU the editorials and most of the columns in the Toronto Star opposed the bank 

merger proposals and supported the government's strategy. However, in the Globe and 

Mail, the editorials and columns were almost equally critical of the banks with merger 

plans and the federal government. Concurrently, they openly advocated dereguiation of 

the industry. Interestingly, the ideological bias of the news organization was less apparent 

in the coverage of the CBC's The National and Maclean's news magazine. 

Implications for the Media, Journalists and Audiences 

There are several important things that this case study can teach us about business 

news in particular and media coverage of important public policy issues in genera. I end 



here by summing up the importance of this study and addressing its implications for fur- 

ther research. 

Content analysis of the bank merger debate provided contending results, which 

illustrates that there is no simple answer to how the news media cover business issues and 

a policy debate in contemporary Canadian democracy. All of the theories employed in this 

case study were able to illuminate to some extent my findings; however, none of them was 

able to offer an exhaustive explanation regarding the role of the news media in this public 

debate. 

Lance Bennett's theory of the Press-State relations seems to offer the most com- 

prehensive account of how the debate was covered and news content was negotiated 

among journalists, public officials and corporate executives. The strength of this theory 

lies in its ability to address and synthesize to some extent the "liberal reporter" notion with 

the media hegemony concept that conceptualizes news as an ideological discourse. It 

helps us understand how the media maintained to some extent their traditional watchdog 

role, even as most of the findings indicate that the coverage was hegemonic and a site of 

political contestation and struggle. In this respect, Bennett's theory could be a good point 

of departure for theory building along with further empirical research in this area. 

This case study makes clear that adherence to journalistic values and norms pro- 

duced, narrow and slanted news coverage that primarily served the interest of those in 

power. For this reason it is important that journalists rethink their role and strive to replace 

the old ideas and norms with a more viable concept of professionalism that would actively 

facilitate civic conversation, substantive political debate, and public participation. 

There are also sound reasons to continue monitoring mainstream media, producing 

critiques of their performance, and publicizing these findings. Studies of this nature could 



educate people about how media organizations work and what their Limitations are. 

Understanding how news is gathered, how sources are selected, and how organizational 

imperatives and journalistic norms affect the final product could help people become bet- 

ter informed about the news that they get, and it could prompt them to think more criti- 

cally about what they see or read in the media Media literacy thus seems to offer great 

opportunities for a more critical citizenry aud vibrant democracy. 
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APPENDIX A CODING SHEET 

NEWS MEDIUM 
1 Globe and Maii 
2 Toronto Star 
3 Maclean's 
4 CBC The National 
5 CTV National News 

DATE 

SECTION PLACE 
1 A sectiodfiont page 
2 A sectionlother page 
3 Business Section 
4 Other 
5 Television 
6 N/A 

GENRE 
L 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

News 
Business News 
Editorial 
ColUmnmusiness CoIumn/opinion 
Feature 
Interview 
Personality Profile 
News Analysis 
Other 

LENGrH 
1 Short 



2 Medium 
3 Long 
4 Other 

AUTHOR 
I 
2 

3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 

TS Editor 
Devell, John 
Ferguson, Rob 
Devoe Kim, Cheryl and Adams Scott 
Theobald, Steven 
Eggertson, Laura; Walker, Wiam; Ferguson, Derek 
Whinington, Les 
Toole, David 
Ismelson, David 
Eggertson, Laura 
Flavelle, Dana 
Speirs, Rosemary 
Camp, Dalton 
Crane, David 
Vienneau, David 
Stewart, Edison; Harper, Tim 
Minon, Viay 
Daw, James 
Lawton, Vdery 
Peters, Douglas 
Acharya, Madhavi; Menon, Viay 
Silverstein, S m  Vrana, Debora 
Diebel, Linda 
Ferguson, Derek 
Acharya, Madhavi 
Ditchbum, Jennifer CP 
Canadian Press 
Toronto Star 

Spears, John 
Gwynn, Richard 



3 1 Young, Christopher 
32 Cordon, Sandra CP 
33 Moloney, Paul; DeMara, Bruce 
34 Walkom, Tbomas 
35 Walker, William 
36 Wallcer, William; Eggertson, Laura; Whittington, Les 
37 Maccharles, Tonda 
3 8 Eggertson, Laura; Whittington, Les 
39 Wright, Lisa 
40 Reuters News Agency 
41 Mansbridge, Peter 
42 MacDonald, Neil 
43 Gartner, Hana 
44 Moscovitz, Jason 
45 Smith, Alison 
46 Halton, Peter 
47 Sorensen, Eric 
48 Savory, Eve 
49 McAulBe, Michael 
50 Petricic, Sasa 
5 1 Stewart, Brian 
52 Cameron, Bill 
53 Bomer, Susan 
54 Robertson, Lloyd 
55 Bishop, Diana 
56 Oliver, Craig 
57 Gravenor, Jonathan 
58 Fraser, Jennifer 
59 Rinddo, Sandie 
60 Smith, Roger 
61 Munson, Jim 
62 McMurdy, Deirdre 
63 Wdace, Bruce 
64 Noble, Kimberley 



65 Schofield, John 
66 Wilson-Smith-, Anthony 
67 Geddes, John 
68 Newman, Peter-C 
69 Stewart, Edison 
70 Mansbridge, MacDondd 
71 Partn0dge, Iohn&CraigSusanne 
72 Reguly, Eric 
73 McNish, Jaqgie 
74 Waldie, Paul 
75 Willis, Andrew & Wddie, Paul 
76 Leitch, Carolyn, Northfield, Stephen & Won, Shirley 
77 Globe and Mail editorial 
78 Yakabuski, Konrad 
79 Scoffield, Heather 
80 Simpson, JefEey 
8 1 Willis, Partridge & Craig 
82 Straus, Marina 
83 Willis, Andrew 
84 Greenspon, Edward 
85 Howlett, Karen & Partridge, John 
86 Sdlot, Jeff 
87 Cook, Peter 
88 McCarthy, Shawn & McKenna, Barrie 
89 Willis, McFarland, Craig, Reguly 
90 Heinzl, John 
9 1 Howlett, Karen 
92 Philp, Margaret 
93 Bourette, Mahood, McCaahy, Mitchell 
94 Corcoran, Terence 
95 ThorseII, William 
96 Zehr, Leonard 
97 MacfarIane, David 
98 Murray, Matt & Narisetti, Raju 
99 Church, Elizabeth 



Craig, Susanne 
McCarthy, Shawn & Craig, Susan 
Stevens, GeoEey 
Nicol, John 
Maclean's editorial 
Bourette, Susan 
Walton, Dawn 
Kennedy, Peter 
Barnes, Angela 
Wmor, Hugh 
McKenna, Barrie 
McCarthy, Shawn 
Mahood, Casey 
McFarl, Janet; McCarthy, Shawn 
Dixon, Guy 
McCarthy, Craig, Greenspon 
McFarl, Janet 
Blackwell, Richard 
Gibbon, AM 
Stueck, Wendy; Walton, Dawn 
Gray, John 
Church, Elizabeth; Pitts, Gordon 
Noahfield, Stephen 

POSITION 
1 Editor 
2 Regular Contributor 
3 Free-lance Writer 
4 Wive Service 
5 Other 

SOURCES 

POLITICIANS 



PAUL MARTIN 

MERGING BANK 

MERGING BANK CEOS 

REGULATORS 

CRITICS 

ADVOCACY GROUP 

POP-VOX 

EXPERTS 

ANALYST 

STUDIES, REPORTS 

BIG BUSINESS 

SMALL BUSINESS 

MEDIA 

POLL 

OTHER 

DEFINLNG SOURCES 

RESPONDING SOURCES 
1 Politicians 
2 PadMartin 
3 Merging banks 
4 Financial industry 
5 Regulators 



6 Advocacy Groups 
7 VoxPop 
8 Experts 
9 Big Business 
10 Small business 
11 Media 
12 Critics 
13 Other 
14 N/A 

FRAME 1 

FRAME2 
1 Supportive 
2 Opposed 
3 Neutral 
4 N/A 

TOPIC 
1 Yes 
2 No 
3 NIA 

TOPIC0 Implications 

TOPIC 1 Benefits 

TOPIC 2 Concerns, risks 

TOPIC 3 Bank's strategy 

TOPIC 4 Government's strategy 

TOPIC 5 Paul Martin 

TOPIC 6 Other 

TOPIC 7 Recommendations 

TOPIC 8 Financial Industry's strategy 



TOPIC 9 Public Advocates' strategy 

SUBTOPXC 0 Implications 

SUBTOPIC 1 Benefits 

SUBTOPIC 2 Concern, risks 

SUBTOPIC 3 Bank's strategy 

SUBTOPIC 4 Government's strategy 

SUBTOPIC 5 Paul Martin 

SUBTOPIC 6 Other 

SUBTOPIC 7 Recommendations 

SUBTOPIC 8 Financial Industry's Strategy 

SUBTOPIC 9 Public Advocates' strategy 

ISSUES 

1 Pro-merger Argument 
2 Critics' Argument 
3 Both Positions 
4 N/A 
5 YedNeutral 

SIZE 

INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION 

OWNERSHIP 

SERVICES 

SERVICE FEES, INTEREST RATES 



BRANCHES 

DOMESTIC COMPETITION 

JOBS 

C O N C E N ~ I O N / M O N O P O L ~ O N  

POLICY 

GLOBALIZATION 

NEW TECHNOLOGY AND INNOVATIONS 

EFFICIENCY AND PROFITABLILITY 

SMALL BUSINESS 

RURAL AREAS 

FOREIGN COMPETITORS 

EFFECTS 
1 Yes 
2 N/A 
3 Yes, Pro-stakeholder 
4 Yes, Contra Stakeholder 

EFFECT1 Merging Banks 

EFFECT2 Banking Sector 

EFFECT3 Sharebo Iders 

EFFECT4 Consumers 

EFFECTS Employees, lobs 

EFFECT6 Canadian Economy 

EFFECT7 Small and Mid- size Business 

EFFECT8 Big Business, Industry 



EFFECT9 Small Towns, Remote Areas 

EFFECT1 0 Canada, Canadians 

EFFECT1 1 Financial S e ~ c e s  Industry 

EFFECT 12 Other 

TONE Tone of news item 
1 Positive 
2 Negative 
3 Balanced 
4 NeutraVfactual 
5 Other (Critical of Martin) 
6 Other: Critical of the Government or Banks 
7 Other: Critical of Government Poficies 
8 Other 

NOTES 



APPENDIX B CODEBOOK 

This Cookbook contains the operational definitions of key variables and values as 

well as the basic rules that guided the researcher in coding the news items. 

SELECTION CRITERIA 

In the first phase of the study, all the news articles and television transcripts were 

compiled for the time period of January 23 to December 20, 1998. News stories were 

selected &om the Canadian Newscast and the Globe and Mail full-text databases accord- 

ing to the following selection criteria: news items had to contain information about the 

proposed bank mergers in Canada. The sample consisted of all news articles and tran- 

scripts indexed under bank merger(s), Financial Institutions in Canada, Royal Bank of 

Canada and Bank of Montreal merger, Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce and Toronto 

Dominion Bank merger. Stories which only mentioned the bank merger proposals in pass- 

ing were excluded. Stories about foreign bank mergers or other mergers were eliminated. 

Letters to the editor were not included in the sample. The total of 251 news items were 

compiled for content analysis from five major English language news mediums: the Globe 

and Mail, Toronto Star, Maclean's, CBC's The National and CTV National News. 

Given the large number of articles in the daily newspapers, four sampling time 

hmes  were established for the Globe and Mail and Toronto Star: the first for January 23- 

30, 1998; the second for April 17-24; the third for September 15-21; and the last for 

December 10-20,1998. 



The unit of analysis was the discrete news item. Each story was labeled with a dis- 

tinct Story ID number. 

GENRE 

NewslBusiness news: Consists of so-called "straight" or "hard news." The story is 

factual and presents breaking news or a new development in a continuing story. 

Editorial: Conveys the position of the newspaper management or editorial board 

and not of the individual journalist. 

Opinionl Column/ Business column: Designated for personal opinions, views or 

thoughts of the individual author who is a regular contributor to the media. 

Feature article: Reflects the opinions and judgments of an author who is not a 

regular contniutor. Features can be written by an academic or some other author. 

Interview: A news item that is a transcript of an interview. The piece must be in a 

question-answer form. 

Personality protile: The focus of the articte is a person, his personality, achieve- 

ments, career, family and political Life. The news item also discusses his actions, motiva- 

tions, beliefs or attitudes. 

News analysis: Examines an issue or event with more depth. Generally, it is a 

lengthy stories written from a retrospective. Includes both background infomation and 

personal opinions. 



SOURCES 

People, groups or organizations/iastitutions accessed by the journalist, whose 

speech, comments, or statements are directly conveyed (quoted or paraphrased). Multiple 

appearances from the same person in the same news item result in a single coding. 

Politicians: This category includes elected office holders in the Canadian federal 

government, House of Commons, Senate, and politicians at provincial and municipal lev- 

els. It also includes unlatched officials (advisers, consultants, associates, sources close to 

the government) of federal government, its departments or agencies. Beside individual 

actors, committees and expert groups should also be coded under this category. For exam- 

ple the House of Commons Finance Committee, the Senate Banking Committee, the Lib- 

eral Task Force, and the Liberal caucus. 

Paul Martin: Statements of the Minister of Finance are coded under separate cate- 

gory. In some cases this category will be combined with another category (Politicians). 

Regulators: This category includes individual actors associated with regulatory 

bodies such as the Office of the Superintendent of Financial institutions (OSFI), and the 

Competition Bureau. 

Merging Banks (Spokespeople): AU the actors associated with oae of the four 

banks that intended to merge, including the CEOs, senior bank officials, bank or branch 

managers, directors of operations, spokespersons, banking analysts, economists, brokers 

and employees. 

Financial Industry (Spokespeople): Actors that are associated with the financial 

services industry: non-rnerging banks, trust companies, insurance companies, credit 

unions, independent brokerage houses, etc. 



Experts: People accessed due to their presumed neutral, disinterested expertise 

about the topic area of the story, including academics, economists, financial sector ana- 

lysts, as well as studies and reports conducted by group of experts. The MacKay report, 

for example, is coded under this category. 

Advocacy Groups: Public interests groups that spoke on behalf of a certain group 

of people representing and protecting their interests. For example, Consumer's Associa- 

tion of Canada, Canadian Federation of Independent Business, the National Anti-Poverty 

Association, Council of Canadians, Canadian Federation of University Women, etc. 

Small Business: Voices of small business owners, fanners and entrepreneurs. 

Big Business: Actors employed with big corporations. 

Vor Pop: Voices of ordinary people, accessed as typical or average citizens. Pub- 

lic opinion polls should also be coded as Vox Pop. 

Critics: Voices that usually appear as unidentified "critics' of the proposals. 

Media: Journalists, editors or reporters interviewed during the debate. 

Other: Other actors involved in the debate whose identity or association is 

unknown or can not be associated with any of the above categories (observers, others, 

insiders, sources). 

Deening Source: A source who establishes what the story is about. Often it is the 

first person quoted or paraphrased in the article. In this case study only the first story 

defining source should be coded, as well as the direction of hidher statements. 



Responding Source: A source responding to the claims of story defining source. 

Often challenging or contesting the claims of the defining source. Not every news story 

has a responding source. 

Direction: Four categories are available to indicate the position (opinion) of the 

story-defining source and responding source on the merger proposals. These categories 

are: supportive, opposed or critical, neutral, and NIA. 

TOPICS 

After reading a sample of articles, five topic categories were established: Implica- 

tions, Strategies, Paul Martin's Role, Recommendations and Other. Depending on the 

story's main idea, it should be coded into one of the above mentioned categories, If the 

story has more than one principal ideas, a maximum of two categories should be checked. 

Implications: The main focus of the article is the impact of the mergers, including 

short and long term effects. Articles that primarily focus on what would happen with con- 

sumers, small business, financial services industry, merging and non-merging banks, 

investors, shareholders, small communities, bank employees, etc. 

Benefits: A complimentary story that focuses on the benefits or advantages of the 

bank mergers. 

Risks: A story that m e s  the implications of the bank mergers as negative or 

raises concerns and questions regarding the merger proposal(s). 

Both: The article discusses both the benefits and potential risks of the bank merg- 

ers. 



'Yes': The article's main focus is on the implications of the mergers in a very gen- 

eral terms. 

Strategies: Stories that focus on the acts and strategies of different players: politi- 

cians, the federal govetpme~lt, Paul Martin, merging banks, other banks, advocacy groups, 

small business owners, etc. 

Government Strategy: The story is about the federal government's reaction or 

strategy regarding the merger proposals. 

Merging Bank's Strategy: The story focuses on the merging banks' actions and 

strategies. 

Financial Industry's Strategy: The story focuses on the actions and strategies of 

other banks and financial industry players. 

Paul Martin's Role: A11 those articles that discuss Paul Martin's role in the debate 

are coded into this category. For example, stories which discuss his personal life, achieve- 

ments and political aspirations. 

Recommendations: The article focuses on recommendations put forth by differ- 

ent political groups, regulators, independent researchers and experts, including the federal 

Task Force, the Liberal caucus finance committee, the Senate banking committee, the 

OSFI report, the Competition Bureau's findings, etc. 

Other: The main focus of the article can not be assigned to any of the above cate- 

gories. 

Public Interests Groups9 Strategy: The story focuses on the strategies of the 

public interests groups. 



SUB-TOPICS 

If the story contains more than two main ideas only the first two are coded as main 

topics and the remaining as Sub-topics. There is no restriction on how many sub-topic cat- 

egories could be selected for each article. The main focus of article should not be selected 

again. 

ISSUES 

Issues in the news were defined as enduring problems, public concerns, or points 

of controversy on which both journalists and citizens rely heavily for making sense of the 

news. 

Size: The focus of the article is on the size of the banks. For example, statements 

that contain the following claims or phrases are coded here: "bigger is better", "size mat- 

ters in the global economy," "Canadian banks are small compared to some foreign banks". 

Both the pro-merger and counter-merger arguments should be coded. 

International Competition: The story refers to the issue of international or global 

competition in the banking industry. 

Domestic Competition: The story refers to domestic competition in the banking 

industry. 

concentration: Arguments that refer to the level of concentration in the Canadian 

banking sector. 

Ownership: The story refers to ownership issues in the banking industry. 

Services, Products: The article refers to s e ~ c e s  and products offered by banks. 

Service Fees: The news item refers to service charges. 



Jobs: The story refers to bank employees and job opportunities. 

Branches: The story refers to bank branches. 

Globalization: The news text refers to globalization. 

Efficiency and Profitability: The story talks about the efficiency and profitability 

of banks. 

Innovations and new technology: The story mentions the issues of innovations or 

new technologies. 

Banking Policy: The story refers to past and current regulations and policies as 

well as what should be changed in these policies. 

Small business: The article refers to small business community. 

Ru rd  Canada: The news item refers to banking in rural Canada and remote areas. 

Foreign banks: The article contains arguments referring to foreign banks in Can- 

ada. 

FRAMING 

Four categories are available to indicate whose perspectives framed the issues: 

Pro-merger: The issue is presented &om the proponents' point of view. 

Critical: The issue is framed by the opponents or critics of the bank mergers. 

Both: Both positions are articulated in regard to a particular issue. 

Neutral: The issue is mentioned without having a particular slant. 



EFFECTS 

If the news article identifies who would be affected if the merger proposals were 

approved, one of the following categories should be selected: Merging bank, Banking sec- 

tor, Financial Industry, Shareholder, Consumer, Bank employee, Canadian economy, 

Small and mid sized business, Big business, Small town and Remote areas, Canada, Other. 

Whenever the direction of the possible effect is explicitly stated it should also be coded in 

one of the following categories. 

Pro-stakeholder: If the article suggests that the effects would be positive for that 

specific group. 

Contra-stakeholder: If the article suggests that the given group would suffer neg- 

ative consequences if the mergers were approved. 

Both: If the article contains contesting arguments on possible effects of the merg- 

ers. 

wYes*: If the article names one or more groups who would be effected but does not 

tell how. 

TONE OF COVERAGE 

Refers to the general impression that the coder is left with after reading the news 

article. Tone is determined by the facts that are covered, by the sources identified, quoted, 

or mentioned, and by the opinions presented. Tone can be descriied as supportive, 

opposed IcriticaI, balanced or neutral. 

Supportive: The text supports the amalgamation of Canada's four banks and sug- 

gests that the merger proposals should be accepted and approved by the Minister of 



Finance. Arguments that focus only on benefits of the bank merger are also coded as sup- 

portive. 

Critical or Opposed: The news item is critical of the bank merger proposals when 

it presents statements, quotes or opinions that oppose the merger proposals of the four big 

banks and describes the mergers in a critical or negative manner. 

Balanced: The discourse in the news item articulates both supportive and critical 

(opposing) perspectives. 

NeutraUFactual: This coverage is mostly factual; it descnies events or happen- 

ings without any kind of value judgment. 




