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The Media 
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Introduction

With their resources, reach and potential leverage of elite and public opinion, the Canadian news media play an important part in Canadian policy networks. But as institutions and actors at the meso and micro levels of the policy system, the media are apparently disaggregated and unco-ordinated, negotiating highly differential access to the policy sphere depending on personal political capital, economic constraints of ownership and the news culture within each organization. It is thus not surprising that little is systematically known about the media’s role in reporting, interrogating, investigating or interpreting public policy in Canada. Early public policy texts rarely included them in the policy analysis dance (Pal 2001). Others conceded them a limited or sporadic role in the theory of policy analysis but still considered them an undifferentiated policy actor (Howlett and Ramesh 1995; Johnson 2002). A systemic blindspot about the media’s role in public policy continues to be widespread in the craft of policy case studies.
   

Often considered ‘outside’ of the policy process by virtue of the convention of journalistic autonomy, journalists are expected at best to be brokers, not generators, of policy knowledge, unlikely to have a direct interest-based stake in policy intervention.  There is therefore little critical analysis of media effects on policy. Instead, the media are assumed to have ‘limited effects’, exerting little influence as an independent variable in policy formation. In this view, media attention and public reaction are not usually sufficient to initiate, create or veto a new policy, but may cause adjustments or tweaking (Fletcher and Sottile 1997). While agenda-setting theories are beginning to involve the media more fully in models of deliberative politics—framing issues, prompting action and mobilizing consent in policy communities (Soroka 2003)—they rarely control for anything other than reportage or idea brokerage in the press cycle. Others (Good 2003; Spizer 1993) argue that the media have a very significant direct—and insider—influence on the policy process through investigative journalism, editorials and commentaries, although views differ sharply on whether it is positive or negative.

This chapter contends that contemporary policy analysis must explore how the media report and interpret policy, facilitate or obstruct it, since their direct and indirect roles in modern governance are growing. Media attention is increasingly important to other policy players, from policy institutes (Don Abelson) and academics to civil society organizations, in accumulating political capital in the marketplace of ideas. No other set of so-called ‘third sector’ policy players is as often assumed to be adversarial, or as formidable, and yet no other is as interdependent.

The Media as Policy Player

 Policy-relevant media refer to the conventional news media, that is, the genre of reporting on TV or in print about the everyday activities of government which are widely accessible to citizens. Neo-institutional definitions of policy actors start with a clear identification of rational self-interest and intent, neither of which easily applies to the conventional media. As actors, the media function as a complex, plural constellation. Journalists have a certain licensed autonomy within their organizations, and news organizations typically rely on a range of commentators covering the political spectrum. Only the convention of the editorial in newspapers, a small fraction of total annual content, expresses a paper’s unitary position on a public issue. Certain news outlets tend to be associated with certain political parties or tendencies, but they do not pursue their self-interest in typical ways. Unlike public interest groups, business associations or think-tanks, journalists and their media organizations do not directly intervene with formal legal or representative standing to advance a policy interest or champion specific policy options, although they may be called to provide evidence in criminal or civil inquiries.  

No other independent institution in Canada’s policy networks reaches as many citizens daily. Few are as apparently competitive: there are several hundred daily newspapers, several thousand community papers and radio stations, three national conventional TV news services and a growing number of mostly commercial specialty 24-hour national and international news channels. This ubiquity explains why the most direct potential interest in policy is economic: the media easily outspend think-tanks or interest groups on news and policy monitoring.
 Among policy players, then, the media are potentially the best resourced, should they devote even a small proportion of these expenditures to original policy analysis. They would also seem to have the most stable financial capacity: media return on investment outperforms that of many other sectors. 

The political media cycle is typically understood to include four stages which intersect with public policy in different ways: factual reportage, interrogation, investigation and interpretation (McNair 2000). Each stage requires greater financial and editorial resources, different forms of policy analysis and successive refinement of policy positions, in some cases involving disclosure of preferred policy stance. They may be conceived of as moving from relatively passive to more active policy orientation, and from the outer boundaries of the policy community to the inner network. Reportage and interrogation conform to a conventional brokerage role for the media in policy analysis. Investigation and interpretation assert a policy analysis role, with ambit for individual initiation, policy advocacy and knowledge creation. Stories move in and out of these stages; a single story may not move linearly through all four. Very few stories are sustained in all four phases of the media attention cycle through time. The purpose of this chapter is to map each phase of the press cycle, bringing into finer focus the way the media may contribute to policy analysis and the constraints upon them.  

Reporting and Framing Policy

By informing Canadians about the policy research that affects them, the media play an essential role in the policy development process. Media selectively report on government press releases, policy statements, reports, memoranda, what they hear from MPs and Opposition critics, Prime Minister and the PMO, Ministers and their staffs, as well as what interested parties outside of government say. There is a continuum to reportage, ranging from typical or objective coverage of the facts on existing programs and issues to more specialized reporting that aims to explain programs and issues by presenting rationales through longer series and op-ed content. 

Most reporting is built around Question Period in the House and daily scrums, with a series of formal and informal press conferences on important events in the parliamentary cycle (Throne Speech, budget and so on) that are the routine stuff of the political news cycle. Traditions of cabinet solidarity and centralization of power in the Prime Minister’s Office, offset only recently by empowerment of backbench MPs in parliamentary committees, have restricted media access to the parliamentary process.  Few journalists cover the activities of parliamentary committees due to their low news value in the current system, and even fewer cover discussions of parliamentary or public service reform.

 It is often speculated that the culture of  political journalism in Canada, like the lobby culture, is not as tight as it is in the US, with less frequent off-the-record social contacts and mutual information exchanges between political or public service elites. Journalism in Canada is sharply localized, looser and less socially stratified, mainly because journalism schools are not attached to Canadian Ivy League institutions where leading law or business or public policy students are recruited to political careers. If the central nervous system of the political media is the parliamentary press gallery, fewer and fewer journalists register, and only 40% last more than one election. Gallery turnover increased during the 1990s, while turnover of MPs stabilized (Malloy 2003). Turnover is significantly higher in provincial press galleries. The journalist-politician link or journalist-public servant link in Canadian policy networks is thus a weak, contingent one, under constant negotiation. Nonetheless, reporters, politicians and staff are part of a policy network of carefully cultivated relationships on three levels: between competitors in the press gallery hub of political news coverage on Parliament Hill; between a party and a news organization; between government members and reporters (Fletcher and Sottile 1997). Cabinet ministers, political leaders and senior public servants meet informally with editorial boards and participate in annual press gallery social functions, but these are low-stakes involvements. On-line media extensions, which offer opportunities for posted comment or ‘talk back’, in theory allow media-policy networks to broaden, but their impact is not yet known. To prevent perceptions of conflict of interest by accepting undue benefit, codes of journalistic ethics police the boundaries of this licensed autonomy or arm’s-length relationship between journalists and policy makers or other policy actors. Formal insulation from government policy networks is not uncommon, although norms may be relaxing. In the recent ‘Relève’ exercises for the federal civil service, for example, journalists were rarely invited to policy roundtables or published in Horizon and they did not find this unusual. The pattern is more relaxed at the local level, when informal policy roundtables may well include invited journalists. Since straight news reportage makes frequent recourse to outside experts in order to balance points of view, participation in such roundtables as independent experts is important to journalists, diversifying access to a pool of researchers in independent think-tanks, universities and civil society organizations. 

The chief assets of the media’s power in policy networks are their access to the public and their public reputation. A key determinant of political capital in policy circles is the existence of transparent, well-reasoned professional news standards, which are administered by press or broadcast standards councils, are consistent with the Charter on freedom of expression, and develop informal organic law or jurisprudence on complaints. In this regard, the Canadian press is advanced over many of its counterparts. However, press councils are often criticized for their relative obscurity and inability to promulgate precedent-built or organic rulings, and calls to improve the ombudsman process have escalated. Nor have editors accepted that the model of the press ombudsman may influence the way reporters and editors work, or assist in providing critical assessments of their news product. Policy practitioners like David Good, a senior deputy minister involved in an epic struggle to frame a policy issue with the press that will be discussed later, have called for clear codes of conduct to guide accuracy and fairness of journalistic coverage and comment, consistent with a concern about distortion. There have been no studies of factual accuracy in Canadian papers, but surveys of American media find one in two newspaper articles have at least one error—a disturbing finding. Reformers question the system of professional self-regulation which retains an outmoded structural separation between press and broadcast standards councils in an era of cross-media ownership, and call for a 1-800 complaint line and more public awareness campaigns; wider appointments to deliberative juries; and more transparency in reasons for judgments. 

The related variable affecting the public reputation of the media in policy analysis is whether there are independent think-tanks or institutes which regularly monitor and comment on the quality of journalism and its interventions in public policy arenas. In this, Canada is far behind the United States, which has institutes on both the left and the right (FAIR or Fairness and Integrity in Reporting, and Accuracy in the Media or AIM) and prestigious independent foundations (Pew Research Center for People and the Press) and university monitoring centres (Annenberg School and Columbia Journalism School).
 However, the Canadian media-politics monitoring scene has two important recent additions.
 To enable these new media monitoring agencies in the policy networks, substantial investment must be made in developing better software programs to search and analyse digital audiovisual as well as print media databases. 

If balance is defined as avoidance of objective errors of fact, subjective errors such as over-emphasis or under-emphasis, or omissions (CMRC 2004), 37% of Canadians consider the news they see and read to be often fair and balanced, with 42% saying it is sometimes balanced. This indicates a fairly good reputation for reportage, better than ratings of US media. Yet most news stories are derived from situations over which politicians have complete control and are thus rarely checked. A recent study (Richards and Rehberg-Sedo 2004) suggests that ‘routine’ official channels account for 72% of stories in the National Post and 65% in The Globe and Mail, based on a random sample of front pages between 1998 and 2003. Use of wire service stories is on the increase, filling one-third to one-half of the Canadian daily newspaper, inversely related to size of organization, which suggests a trend to delegated news discretion. 

A great deal of press reputation resides in the media’s perceived independence from other powerful interests in society, and relative influence, but that reputation is failing. Indeed, Canadians consider the media and business leaders to have too much influence on political affairs.
  Perceptions of disproportionate share of policy voice are directly derived from conventions of attribution. Who the media include as legitimate sources for commentary, analysis or deliberation on a policy issue is of prime importance. There is often an implied hierarchy, selected with an eye to accuracy and needs for balance in a story. Top of the list are other governments, within or outside Canada. In health issues, for example, journalists tend to foreground premiers, rather than health institutes, as adversaries to federal health plans. Second are independent research groups, institutes and foundations. Third are independent academics. Fourth are public or special interest groups or civil society organizations (CSOs).  

 Institutes, academics and interest groups must possess fairly respectable political resources to gain media coverage: notable persons associated with boards; consistent, well-researched and accessible policy positions; targeted media liaisons; and the capacity to follow up on a story. Business groups tend to be better financed and more consistent in their press relations than public interest groups, though Andrew Stritch has found their policy research capacity is more restricted than supposed. Occasionally, the normal hierarchy of sources is circumvented. CSOs that offer novelty, identity politics and new coalitions may break through the news screen. Two recent policy cases explore how disability interest groups made an impact on Ottawa (Prince 2001) and how a new coalition of energy companies and environmental groups lobbied on Kyoto to expand renewable energy policy options (Vannijnatten and MacDonald 2003). But interest groups rarely believe they are maximizing their media coverage in the way they would like, and few have the resources to mount an effective, long-term press relations strategy.  Independent policy actors rarely have the training to understand the demands of journalism, and what sets the news agenda. As Cobb and Ross (1997) indicate, media agenda setting is closely attuned to picking a story based on the scope of conflict, anticipating if and when it will expand, how intense it is, how committed the players are and how visible it may be. Stories are chosen for their relative level of conflict, relevance, timeliness, unexpectedness, simplicity, personalization, cultural salience, reference to elites, or negativity (Good 2003; Allan 1999), and wise press officers learn to work within this culture. 

A final indicator of media insinuation in the policy process, then, is whether the advocacy programs of interest groups or think-tanks increasingly rely on professional media relations experts or media monitoring to improve their access to the media. The only proxy to the conservative AIM in the US is the Fraser Institute, which regularly releases ideological commentary on media coverage. Most interest groups do not have sufficient resources for regular media monitoring, much less media relations experts to get their message out. The pressure of news deadlines frequently tends to make journalists’ consultations with independent policy experts instrumental and extractive, and a standard defense in executive training in external policy networks is to learn how to fight the tendency to let the quotation be taken out of context, how to stay on message or, conversely, how to just plain avoid the reporter’s unexpected call. On the other hand, the media are constantly searching for knowledge aggregators who can be effective in translating policy into plain language and transparent interest. In Canada, like the US, the right-wing policy actors are marginally ahead. The Fraser Institute has launched CANSTATS, a project to help the media communicate complex data to the public. It focuses on public health data, crime trends and legal issues (www.canstats.org). The left-leaning Centre for Policy Alternatives has no such resources available to journalists, but the Canadian Association of Journalists (CAJ) is helping to develop some after a study discovered conservative think-tank references outnumber the opposite three to one in press reports. As a tactic to gain policy advantage, media report cards by CSOs are here to stay. A recent study by the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, for example, found that five new drugs have been released since 2000. Most (68%) media articles reported the new drug benefits without mentioning risk and 26% were wrong or misleading (Cassels et al 2003). Such monitoring projects uncovering problems in factual interpretation or witting/unwitting bias are widely called for by civil society movements to improve the quality of policy reporting in the media, and foster more involvement of academics, institutes and CSOs in project design and public dissemination.

Interrogation and Whistle-blowing

Historical swings between attack and collaboration, scandal-mongering and a   constructive policy focus are no less characteristic of Canadian journalism than British (Taras 1990). Liberal democratic theory about the watchdog role places interrogation at the centre of the democratic purpose of the press, in order to expose and prevent abuse of power. Survey evidence is emerging on both professional and popular Canadian public opinion about media ideology. Consistent with classical libertarian views, a watchdog model conceives of the media’s role in the policy process as adversarial and outsider only. This philosophy, which has a contemporary strain associated with the Fraser Institute or Alliance fragment of the Conservative Party and the first epoch of the National Post, continues to be influential but not dominant in Canadian political culture.
Such rhetoric should not obscure the continuum of interrogation in the press’s power.  Interrogation in its classic sense merely means asking questions. It may be soft or patently participatory and pluralist or it may be hard, that is, partisan with a direct policy interest or intent.  It may be direct, of course, but it is also indirect, since the media often provide Opposition MPs with ammunition for Question Period. A soft version of direct interrogation simulates Question Period off the Hill, involving Ministers or officially designated spokespersons on talk shows or Town Halls where citizens selected to represent different constituencies or sectors of opinion—or leaders of relevant community groups—can directly question their leaders about policy. Consistent with its mandate, the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation’s news coverage has taken this art form the furthest, and it is important in the media’s overall maintenance of the perceived legitimacy of the democratic process. Interrogation may also involve harder-edged questions by journalists in scrums or press conferences—but these are often one-off, and not consistent enough over time. Given that reporters remain seriously outnumbered and out-resourced by government communication strategists, most systematic interrogation depends on the journalist’s access to good sources—say, a policy analyst acting within government. Interrogation in this hardest sense involves journalists recruiting whistle-blowers from inside the public service. Public servants may be expected to blow the whistle if the information serves a significant public interest such as exposing a breach of statute, danger to public health and safety or significant danger to the environment. The information is generally accepted not to be frivolous, and the whistle-blowing action must serve some higher purpose, such as to expose crime or serious negligence or to fairly debate important matters of general public concern. But leaking wrongdoing—even if anonymously—may risk reprisals if it is not major enough, exposing whistle-blowers to retaliatory investigations, harassment, intimidation, demotion or dismissal and blacklisting by employers. 

Whistle-blowing has been an important theme in recent Canadian journalism history. Major stories about politicians’ conflict of interest (Shawinigan-gate), secrecy (patronage scandal) and corruption (Radwanski and the Office of the Privacy Commissioner) or colossal incompetence (fast ferry fiasco of BC’s NDP government) have involved an anonymous public servant whistle-blower who had the courage to tip off a House of Commons committee, prompt MPs to use their investigative powers, fuel Opposition questions in Question Period or choreograph a leak to the media. Not all whistle-blowers are heeded. Despite intimations of a cover-up, newspapers took several years to develop the tainted blood story (Miller 1995). In perhaps understandable reaction, there are suggestions that the federal Liberal government is becoming a chilly environment for whistle-blowers in routine day-to-day government communication. On February 17, 2004, the Standing Committee on Public Accounts unanimously adopted a motion urging the government to introduce effective whistle-blowing legislation at the earliest opportunity. Although the Fall 2004 Throne Speech affirmed this intention, the minority Parliament did not pursue the promise before proroguing for the summer.
 Protection of sources in a case of whistle-blowing is important to the integrity of journalism, but there is little defense for journalists involved in criminal, civil or national security cases (as the 2005 Ontario Superior Court ruling fining reporter Ken Peters for failing to disclose his source revealed).   

The rise in political significance of the Office of the Auditor General goes a long way to set the political news agenda for interrogation, leading to an increase in this journalistic mode of address. But it is still not part of the majority of stories. Only 30% of Access to Information requests filed by the media over ten years look for wastage in government spending or other abuses that point to a classic scandal hunt (Attallah and Pyman 2002). 
One of the few insider perspectives is David A. Good’s account of a routine release of Human Resource Development Canada’s audit of grants and contributions on a slow news day in January 2000. The HRDC story is a textbook case of a media crisis from a senior deputy’s optic: how a news ‘crisis’ took shape, was refuelled and almost spun out of government control over ten months.
 Senior politicians and policy insiders attribute the length of the media attention cycle to the arrival of the National Post under Conrad Black, which escalated competition among national news media and provoked a string of scandal-mongering. Good outlines how the media developed a tightly scripted storyline that the grants were used for political purposes and corruption. The Reform Party kept up the heat in the House, using Post stories and fuelling the fire on a storyline of ‘$1 billion lost’—a ‘stunning’ revelation about government mismanagement on a monumental scale. A subsequent inquiry found overpayments were less than $100,000—an error of such magnitude that Good attributes it to a ‘distorted mirror’ theory at work. He argues that the media had a vested interest in not modifying or adjusting the ‘truth’ of the initial story since it was the basis for generating new developments and reactions on which they were busy reporting. Reporters made little effort to seek out and report views other than the Opposition’s, or delve below the department’s own remedial audit plan, which Good says they saw as complicated, routine, impersonal and bureaucratic. Bluntly put, bad news trumped good news. The HRDC case has a number of lessons for policy makers. Media scripts, if well crafted, lead to additional substories and become more entrenched over time, confirming Stewart Soroka’s thesis (2002) that heightened issue salience creates such a herd mentality that it will flatten variation by regional or ownership group or ideological orientation of the outlet. Second, the entire concept of public service reform, improved administrative accountability and performance management is of little interest to journalists, who remain skeptical about its intent but determined to extract greater clarity and transparency (English and Lindquist 1998).  Third, the belief that all journalists are out to attack is part of a politicization of the senior civil service, and has led to centralization of government communications and more adversarial press relations. Finally, the historical context of the HRDC audit started the string of scandals that rocked both the federal government and the federal Liberal party over the next five years. Scandal-mongering is the classic stuff of telling truth to power, an adage which is as much one of the professional passports of political journalists as it is of professional civil servants. However, it is no substitute for independent policy investigation (Fletcher and Sottile 1997).

Investigation and Policy Analysis

The most direct overlap between the media press cycle and the government policy cycle is in the investigative phase. Newpapers may commission traditional investigative reports on new topics, raise important political agenda items or controversial issues, or use professional networks to provide forums for policy-makers to come together to discuss issues (Hawthorne 2003). Surveys of Canadians suggest a social responsibility view of the media is widespread, where the Charter right of free speech/media is balanced with the media’s responsibility to provide citizens with sufficient quality and scope of information to exercise their democratic rights. In this normative theory, a range of types of media-policy entrepreneurial styles may be possible: the honest broker, the educator, the mirror of social change, the policy advocate, the political entrepreneur (Fletcher and Stahlbrand 1992)—a menu of potential roles most often associated with the social crusades of the Toronto Star. Yet most papers are uneasily typed into any one category. Instead, journalists today operate under contradictory rules and market imperatives: to be neutral yet investigate, to be fair-minded yet have edge, to be disengaged from politics yet have impact (Hall Jamieson & Waldman 2003).

The litmus test of how seriously a news organization takes its obligations to inform the public on important policy issues is its investment in independently generated investigative journalism. Investigation involves Access to Information requests, commissioning of polls or other comparative policy research or even, although rarely, policy initiation. This stage of the cycle may best conform to the outside policy initiative model which has the press articulating a grievance, expanding interest, endorsing a solution and then creating sufficient pressure for governments to act. The pattern of effective mobilization is not dissimilar to other outside policy actors, depending on how well journalists can frame or present issues in new ways, seek the most favourable arenas to fight their battles and broaden the policy network’s scope and density to maximize access to necessary information (Keck and Sikkink 1998).  

Successful investigative reporting requires a supportive organizational atmosphere. News executives must encourage it and be prepared to undertake the risks. Legal protections must be reliable and strong. Interested news consumers must read and respond, and subjects or targets must review the investigative series and take action (Greenwald and Bernt 1998). Canadian journalists’ memoirs abound with anecdotal evidence of investigative news impact on policy (Frederick J. Fletcher argues that the rent control policy in Ontario’s 1975 campaign was due to a Toronto Star crusade). Yet such stories are rare and memories often faulty. Journalists seem a self-effacing lot. Surveys of them find they are not often able to point to examples of their influence, possibly because this phase of the media cycle occupies so little of their time. If ‘original’ investigative reporting may be defined to include independent research, interviews at a reporter’s initiative or the reporter’s own analysis—just 12% (Richards and Rehberg-Sedo 2004).

The costliest element of mediated policy-making, this phase of the press cycle also faces the largest economic and legal constraints. The first limit on journalistic investigation is the ownership structure, which provides loose co-ordination of news services, available on-line research resources, professional training and access to legal services. The past decade has seen a remarkable concentration of cross-media ownership in Canada (Interim Senate Report 2004). There is an hypothesis that such concentration affects the operational culture for journalists and the diversity and quality of media content. There are allegations of reduced editorial staff, increased outsourcing to freelance journalists and sharp cuts in editorial spending to alleviate the debt accrued from acquisition. The principal media players to watch in policy investigation and independent analysis tend to be journalists from the larger companies that can invest resources and strategic planning in policy inquiries, as Andrew Stritch’s survey of business organizations has also found. But more than just scale of enterprise is at work. The biggest predictor of editorial news culture which opens the licensed autonomy for policy activism is if ownership is widely (Bell Canada Enterprises, BCE) or narrowly held (CanWest Global, Hollinger). Charismatic entrepreneurial publishers (with sharply preferential share systems) like Conrad Black or Israel Asper have made controversial imprints on policy news. Managerial media styles have long vacillated between the autocratic and authoritarian or decentralized and autonomous in Canadian news history (Hebert et al 1981).

When it comes to generating their own policy intelligence (as we will see below), the political press owners do not support their own policy research institutes or foundations that act in policy research, or regular partnerships with independent institutes. The exception is the Atkinson Foundation, which, while not commissioning policy research, does fund an annual policy research fellowship on the academic sabbatical model. The commercial setting for most news research in Canada significantly constrains the media’s capacity for policy analysis—and cuts in public spending on the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation have had similar effect. 

The capacity to undertake investigative journalism or policy analysis varies sharply among Canadian news organizations and journalists. Journalists’ education level is increasing; they are twice as likely as the general public to have a post-secondary degree, often in the social sciences (Miljan and Cooper 2003), but it is not often specialized in a particular policy field or, indeed, a professional policy degree. A recent Senate inquiry into the state of journalism identified gaps in professional training and a need for alternative models of specialization and for regional centres of excellence. Little is known about the resources individual journalists bring to their craft, or their capacity to conduct policy analysis. The contemporary newsroom has a loose beat system, usually defined by jurisdiction, not substantive policy area. In most cases, journalists would not work as practitioners of advanced policy analysis. Indeed, the career path between journalism and the public sector does not seem to have broken out of the narrow public relations paradigm for communications specialists. Few journalists go on to work in a specialist position in a policy field, and many become political staff in the public service hierarchy, not policy advisors. 

What tools of policy analysis would journalists use? The type of analysis the media may conduct is less often full formal policy analysis—using statistical social or econometric techniques on original data—than discursive, historical, comparative and political. This is consistent with a self-acknowledged knowledge broker role—increasingly on-line. But their key methodological approach is telling the story of the sources of the problem, the issues, the interests and policy alternatives available, using typical reporting conventions. Limitations to discursive techniques are well-known. In a history of reporting trends in environmental policy, Fletcher and Stahlbrand (1992) found that editors rarely understood issues well enough to identify and support a journalist’s call for editorial assistance, and that lack of expertise left journalists at the mercy of experts, unable to assess claims. Nonetheless, new techniques of secondary data analysis, cost-benefit and other methods in the policy toolkit are increasingly used by the news media. In a six-week series published in 2004, the Independent, a small weekly from Newfoundland and Labrador, presented a cost-benefit analysis of the province in Confederation which suggested that the rest of Canada benefited more. Provoking heated commentary and rebuttal, the newspaper’s work was found worthy of a citation of merit for making a significant contribution to debate about equalization and the province’s role in Canada.
Cost-effective on-line databases and new software programs useful in policy analysis are shifting the balance in favour of more sophisticated investigative reporting and independent policy analysis. Barring a large-scale survey of journalists or annual production of investigative news, a good indicator of press investigative intensity may be found in the archives of one of the most prestigious and longest-running press awards (bestowed by the Governor General since 1970 but little-known among public servants). The Michener Award recognizes news organizations for reports that have an outstanding impact on the public good: La Presse, the Toronto Star, the Kitchener-Waterloo Record and the CBC in the last five years for series on home care, financial mismanagement at the municipal level, two crime cases and illegal provincial election actions. The 2004 Michener Award went to The Globe and Mail for its four-year series on the federal sponsorship scandal, which began with reporter Daniel Leblanc’s Access to Information request. The Globe also received five honourable mentions, indicating a high degree (and high quality) of annual investigative activity. The Toronto Star and Winnipeg Free Press each received three, the Ottawa Citizen and CBC News (The Fifth Estate and Saskatchewan News) two each. Since the largest single supplier of government news wire content is Canadian Press, it is hardly confidence-inducing to discover it and nine newspapers received only one honourable mention each in five years; the surprise is that the National Post received only one despite its carefully manicured reputation for activist journalism. Comparing these results to the number of daily news organizations, the overall incidence of investigative activity appears low: not more than 10% of papers and just over a dozen journalists have been found to be actively using the full powers of Access legislation to aid their work (Roberts 2004).   

In one of the best-known recent cases, the Toronto Star spent two years on an investigative series that was published in October and November of 2002. It asked the Toronto Police Services for information contained in the Criminal Information Processing System (CIPS), and was denied access. Data were released after an Ontario Privacy Commissioner ruling, and the newspaper employed a consulting academic to do the statistical work. The Star analysis showed that Toronto police treated blacks differently than whites in one of the world’s most ethnically diverse cities, sparking national debate. Black activists called for immediate action; Toronto’s police chief and chiefs in other jurisdictions had to handle a crisis; and the police officers’ union sued the Star for libel. Responding to public outrage, the Ontario Human Rights Commission announced an inquiry into racial profiling, and former Lieutenant Governor Lincoln Alexander convened a summit of community leaders, creating sufficient pressure that the Solicitor General also announced a review. The Toronto police began a race relations outreach program. This multiple award-winning Star series represents a textbook example of policy entrepreneurship.
 It relied extensively on a coalition of actors in the policy network—ethnocultural groups, academics and other civil society actors—in order to effect change at a highly charged time in public discourse about racial profiling and the Anti-Terrorism Act.  

Other high-profile investigative cases take the precedent a step further by paying for access to information when necessary, and publishing the data for other policy analysts to use. A 2004 CBC series, Faint Warning, about underreporting of adverse drug reactions in Canada, involved a multi-year battle for access to information from Health Canada, advanced secondary data analysis and then a public posting of the database; it won an award from the Online Journalism Association and citation of merit. The Hamilton Spectator accessed Ontario data on vehicle emission testing to challenge the efficacy of compulsory testing.  
As Don Abelson concluded in his study of the policy analysis activity of think-tanks, it is difficult to determine coherent policy patterns—or cumulative policy intelligence—in these much-recognized investigative series. Analysis shows that most series explore social policy, followed by health, broadening out from the old staple of crime. Over the years, there are fewer Michener nominations for very long series (10 parts or more) or multi-year investigations, suggesting less editorial spending in this area. This is at odds with the hypothesized increase in investigative activity due to the advent of national newspaper competition. However, editors and journalists argue that award competitions and jury evaluations uncover only the tip of the iceberg of their investigative activity. Policy analysts counter that such awards are the product of rather unrepresentative deliberative juries, and an unreliable barometer of value, much less true policy impact.  

The promotional skew to much evaluation of the policy contribution made by investigative journalism obscures a growing chill in Canada’s investigative climate. The conundrum is that policy research and advocacy are now effectively fused in political journalism, as Don Abelson has found for think-tanks. Such developments reflect what British political communication scholar Brian McNair has aptly called a trend to media-ocracy or mediatized policy-making. A public relations ‘spin’ mindset is pervasive in new journalism, new public management theory, contemporary political marketing and, by extension, contemporary policy analysis. Reflecting a broader trend in public discourse, this focus on ‘spin’ sets a trap that constrains the media’s access to information, types them as high-risk in adversarial politics and reinforces a gap between communications professionals and policy analysts in the public service. The cynical public relations mindset also has a chilling effect on media policy activism as it works out in the culture on Access to Information and, by extension, the policy analyst’s inclusion of the media in policy networks.

How chilly is the investigative climate? Previous Federal Access to Information Commissioners have failed several federal departments for lack of compliance with the legislation, and Gilles Paquet has found that as many as 40% of requests are now vetted at the Assistant Deputy level or higher, reflecting what he calls a growing public relations spin paranoia (Juillet and Paquet 2003), however well deserved, as David Good argues. Reporter Ann Rees, whose research was funded on an Atkinson Public Policy Fellowship, has discovered a growing practice of risk management. Regimes at both levels in Canada appear to disadvantage press queries, treating them as equivalent to an Opposition request and adding a delay in processing (Rees 2004; Roberts 2004). Media requests are often reviewed by the Minister’s political staff, and advance communication releases prepared in anticipation of any controversy that may arise. Indeed, federal officials from the Privy Council Office can regularly access a central database on all Access to Information requests (the CAIRS system). Breach of a reporter’s privacy in filing such requests has been alleged. A searchable database of access requests at http://track.foi.net is maintained by Alasdair Roberts, a noted Freedom of Information researcher at the Campbell Public Affairs Institute in Syracuse University. The monthly amberlist report is a ‘must read’ for policy analysts who want an insight into press investigative activity.
 While it is difficult to see a pattern to the requests in a sample month (journalists try to minimize their risk rating or avoid alerting the competition), the surprises are the level of detail—implying a good basic policy sophistication—the incidence of health policy queries and the paucity of questions for Finance, Security readiness and Defence.


Journalism schools now offer training in investigative techniques, including how to use Access to Information legislation, but it is not often used. Professional associations are targeting training in computer assisted reporting services (CARS) to improve the quality of investigative reporting, and on-line networks of investigative journalists are widening, improving the potential for information swapping and more timely response to research queries. Such specialized development of on-line research tools may hold at least a modicum of hope for improvement in the quality of investigative journalism, but without reform to the Access legislation, a more open managerial culture of access to information and support from commercial newsroom culture, the prognosis is not good. 

Interpretation, Policy Evaluation and Advocacy

UK scholar Brian McNair notes more popular media output in the public sphere in which evaluation of and opinion about the substance, style, policy content or process of political affairs are replacing straight reportage (McNair 2000). Speculation and conjecture outweigh facts. It is in this area of popular policy interpretation that charges of ‘tabloidization’ and ‘hyperadversarialism’ are most often levied. The media are often blamed as the messenger in contemporary speculation about declining political literacy, falling rates of civic engagement or the democratic deficit in mobilizing elites around anything other than special interests. Conversely, they are criticized for their focus on celebrity, for creating passive spectators of political events by weaving political morality tales, for sensationalizing or personalizing the news, or for sliding democratic discourse down the slippery slope of infotainment. They may also be blamed for anti-government nuisance or obstruction (Good 2003; Taras 1990). A new ideologically veiled criticism calls journalists to account for their low level of policy literacy (www.fraserinstitute.ca). Normative in focus, proponents of these diatribes masked as theories rarely seek empirical proof, and they are thus of little use in understanding the interpretation phase of the press cycle and how it intersects with policy analysis. 

Interpretation involves commentary, editorials, documentary or point-of-view public affairs shows such as The Fifth Estate and W-5, op-ed pages and call-in shows, which provide a clear evaluative position. Such political talk represents a challenge to the positivist conception of news objectivity. Les Pal (2001) introduces the idea of a discourse coalition defined as a range of policy actors united by broad ideas about the policy field, and argues that such discourse coalitions are useful analytic concepts in postpositive policy studies. Columnists and editorial writers can be direct actors in such coalitions, although paradoxically they will most often hold themselves at arm’s length within them. Good interpretation takes time, and time is not the stock of the ordinary journalist. That is why sabbatical programs or honorary fellowships to renew the research edge of professional journalists are becoming increasingly important. Those who produce books tend to increase their political capital and become more frequently cited as policy experts in other media coverage.
The interpretative moment in the press cycle causes particular problems for policy analysis, since it requires explicitly value-based and qualitative approaches to the study of public discourse. When does interpretative journalism take the partisan or polemical voice and when the analytical, advisory or satirical tone as its mode of address? What do we know about the relative impacts of each? Media interpretation all too soon can become punditry, according to most policy analysts who understandably want a monopoly on telling the tale.  The history of the political columnist is tied to the 20th century tendency to brand and commodify news output, but risks turning into an overly ritualized, fetishistic commentary. With convergence of Canadian media ownership, print journalists are increasingly appearing as pundits on television, and vice versa, most often within their own ownership group. The rationalization of the media industry, together with fragmentation of political news sources, has meant it is harder for trusted, credible national columnists to emerge, and many speak of a shrinking cadre of political reporters who build up political capital over long careers. As a consequence, there are few policy stars in the firmament of English Canadian journalism, unlike Quebec or the UK and the US, where journalists have more social status.    

 
Unlike the area of investigative journalism, where at least some attention to new performance standards of the effectiveness of news coverage is emerging, debate over standards of policy interpretation is not well advanced in Canada. Editorials, year-end reviews of political events or efforts to review the record of Parliaments all contribute to this form of journalism, but there are few awards for such commentary, and even fewer distinguished policy interpretations over time. Nonetheless, senior public servants frequently follow such distinguished columnists—at the peak of their professional prestige—as opinion bellwethers. Some noted columnists are known to be more open to policy deliberation and debate than others, in joint ventures with the academy and key institutes or as sources of information for public interest groups. It is perhaps easier to sustain a hypothesis about selective impact of media interpretation on others in policy learning, rather than policy analysis. Anecdotal case studies of influential commentary are infrequent in policy analysis, but it would be interesting to mine political memoirs to determine the influence of noted political journalists on civil servants or the politicians of the day. Canadian experience suggests that commentary can be more influential when it amplifies the work of others. Robert Campbell has found the media intervened in a policy vacuum to assist in priority-setting after federal budget surpluses were announced—following an influential C.D. Howe report (Campbell 1999). Conversely, the sometimes lonely crusade of Jeffrey Simpson challenging conventional wisdom in the universal health care debate well before the Kirby or Romanow reports, and indeed the Supreme Court ruling, is well known even if unevenly endorsed in policy circles.

The real work in decoding interpretation is of course discursive. But it is not easy. Many reporters of a certain age are loath to surrender a traditional positivist or objective professional ideology, believing they should present all legitimate sides of a controversy to allow citizens to make up their own minds. Such a liberal stance can absolve the journalist of critical self-awareness of the media’s role in the reproduction of ideology. News organizations and their workers share a world view, essentially pluralist, that they disseminate effectively (but mostly unconsciously) to the general public and to policy-makers. This world view—capitalist, consumption-oriented, cynical about government and politics, etc.—shapes the context in which problems are identified and framed at the regime level. For example, social theorists have often criticized the narrow definition of politics in much news coverage that excludes social movements or trivializes, polarizes, disparages or emphasizes internal dissension in reporting alternative politics. The media regime polices the boundaries of elite and public discourse, making some policies appear legitimate and others illegitimate and thus beyond consideration (Hackett and Zhao 1998): which explains the low level of media resistance to deficit reduction in Canada (Fletcher 1999), or why editorials on the orthodoxy of the new economy outweigh editorial attention to poverty in Canada (Rice 2002), or why most reportage tends to support the status-quo on equalization payments (Prince 2002).

A useful concept in analysis of policy reports in the news media is framing.  Narrative frames determine what is included and what is ignored, depending upon a shared repertoire of concepts, notions of what may be possible, what is good and bad, what is important and what is related to what (Gitlin quoted in Hackett and Zhao 1998; Allan 1999). Critics routinely identify a relatively narrow range of news scripts in the cognitive repertoire of editors and journalists. The craft rarely makes explicit the assumptions of some of the policy terms in use. Case studies of the change in policy language at the Ottawa Citizen from benefiting Canada’s neediest children to tax relief for low- and middle-income Canadians or silence on social policy reform throughout the 1990s suggest reporters are often unaware when policy may be made by stealth at the regime level (Prince 1999). Finally, the dominant tendency in interpretation is to focus on strategy, and recent studies suggest that reporters are socialized to be much more comfortable making evaluative strategic statements than statements about policy (Fletcher 1997; Hall Jamieson & Waldman 2003; McNair 2000). Part of the fault lies with inadequate training in policy analysis, a bias inherent in the field against ethical theory of policy making or an inability to interrogate experts on complex matters effectively in order to make judgments on policy risk, success or failure. 

Conclusion 

The media represent arguably the best resourced and most widely heard potential actor in the so-called third sector of policy networks, but little is known about their role. This chapter contends that policy studies has to move beyond the liberal tendency to discount their contribution as just another knowledge aggregator in policy advocacy coalitions, used to advance think tanks or CSO agendas, or the conservative tendency in much new public management theory to manipulate them as sultans of spin.   To better understand the mediated public policy process in contemporary democracies, theory about the role of the media in the agenda-setting process needs to be adapted to account for the investigative and interpretive stages of the press cycle. Critical thought must be given to criteria for the evaluation of media impact on policy. As a proportion of the overall press cycle, investigative activity is infrequent, but it is now a part of a seamless and expanding web of press activity that cannot be ignored by students of policy networks especially in health and social policy areas which are most often recognized for independent policy analysis by Canadian juries for media awards.  

There are several priorities to improve the capacity for policy analysis in the media. The first is to redress a large gap in original research into the sociology of the media and policy networks in Canada.  How ‘tight’ are the links, how frequent the exchanges, and how do they actually work? There are sharp regional differences in policy competence and political capital at the operating level in journalistic networks which merit exploration.  The second priority is to improve the content of journalists’ training in policy analysis, but before this is feasible, public policy and journalism schools must realize that the methods taught have to be more relevant to the press cycle to be widely adopted, and the discursive, postpositive techniques most often used in the journalistic craft need to be critically evaluated. The third priority is related to infrastructure:  meaningful incentives for policy research by commercial news organizations need to be developed, possibly enabling the development of policy research foundations on model in the US media, and the effect of the CBC on news cultures further explored.  More resources to develop media relations services and co-ordination among civil society actors (think-tanks, universities and public interest groups) are needed to improve the quality of public policy coverage.  Finally, the appropriate models for self-regulation of standards of content must be re-examined in light of changing political values in modes of discourse and made more inclusive and more representative.

This chapter has argued that several serious institutional deficiencies in the accountability of media in independent policy analysis need correction. Strong cases can be made for improving whistle-blowing legislation, opening the culture of Access to Information and assessing its impact on the citizen’s right to know. Despite the tendency of executives in the Privy Council and Prime Minister’s Offices in Ottawa (or the embattled HRDC) to write off the press as adversarial special interests, the story is more complex. The Canadian media can still occasionally act in the public interest, and contribute to good mediated policy analysis. How they do so and under what conditions needs systematic theory building to highlight the difference between mediated and mediatized policy: the former is a democratic investment, the latter a tabloidization of contemporary governance. 
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NOTES


� A survey of the past four years of How Ottawa Spends reveals 14 of 45 articles make ancillary reference to the media, with only two ascribing an influential role. Media sources apparently are not monitored, not considered useful or not acceptable for citation in academic policy analysis. 


� In terms of resources invested, the media surpass all but the university sector. The regulated sector of news media must report expenditures on programming to their regulatory agency. In 2002, private commercial TV broadcasters spent $288 million on news in English: closely followed by $230 million spent by the CBC. Total spending combined in Quebec was $135 million, for a Canadian total of $654.18 million (Interim Senate Report, 25). On a per-capita basis, this represents about $21 per annum to reach citizens. Numbers on print newsroom budgets are not available, but are expected to be about twice that.


� In the US, Pew and Columbia University now jointly produce an annual report on the state of the media which offers a useful compendium of content analyses, overview of trends, and surveys of editors and journalists to speak to the political climate. See http://www.stateofthemedia.org/narrative_newspapers_contentanalysis.asp?cat=2&media=2


� . The first is the McGill Observatory on the Media and Public Policy, which together with the Institute of Research on Public Policy mounted an election coverage monitoring project (� HYPERLINK "http://www.ompp.mcgill.ca/" ��www.ompp.mcgill.ca/�). The second is an industry-financed Canadian Media Research Consortium, which has produced the first report card on the Canadian media. � HYPERLINK "http://www.cmrccrm.ca/english/reportcard2004/" ��www.cmrccrm.ca/english/reportcard2004/�01.html.�  


� When Canadians are asked to rate how much influence each actor actually has on decisions concerning major public issues and how much each should have, the media experience an ‘influence gap,’ with 79% saying they have moderate to great influence (5-7 on a 7-point scale) while just 34% say they should. Frank Graves argues that the media and big business are the two main policy actors whose power Canadians would like to see reduced. Frank Graves, ‘Rethinking Government As If People Mattered: From ‘Reaganomics’ to ‘Humanomics’’ in How Ottawa Spends 1999-2000, edited by Leslie A. Pal (Don Mills, Ont: Oxford, 1999), 37-75.


� Simon Tuck, ‘Liberals Unveil New Whistle Blower Legislation,’ The Globe and Mail, (October 9, 2004). Public servants will be able to go directly to the president of the Public Service Commission as a neutral third-party refuge for those with complaints of wrongdoing, but some argue it should be the Auditor General’s office. 


� It is important to realize two facts: the audit was not produced by Access to Information requests by the press or Opposition (although it followed on some by the National Post about job creation in the Prime Minister’s riding) and it did not subsequently become an election issue, suggesting spinout was not complete. But in light of the subsequent reorganization of HRDC, the issue clearly gained media traction. 





� It won the CAJ (Canadian Association of Journalists), CAN (Canadian Association of Newspapers), Justicia and Michener Awards.





� It provides important insight into developing agenda stories and continuing ones still meriting press attention. In June 2004, immediately after the federal election, 109 media requests were logged, and 32 Opposition parliamentary requests. The bulk of requests were around briefing notes to new ministers, but others covered health issues, to do with adverse drug reaction information, risks of avian flu or mad cow disease, and data on the extent of drug trade in the Internet pharmacy sector. Two actually probed government responses to media investigations: to a CTV and Globe investigative report on pharmaceutical products in the water, and CBC’s Faint Warning series on new drug side effects that aired February 16, 2004. 























34

