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FOREWORD 

pd 

THE ROYAL COMMISSION on Electoral Reform and Party Financing 
was established in November 1989. Our mandate was to inquire into 
and report on the appropriate principles and process that should gov-
ern the election of members of the House of Commons and the financ-
ing of political parties and candidates' campaigns. To conduct such a 
comprehensive examination of Canada's electoral system, we held 
extensive public consultations and developed a research program 
designed to ensure that our recommendations would be guided by an 
independent foundation of empirical inquiry and analysis. 

The Commission's in-depth review of the electoral system was the 
first of its kind in Canada's history of electoral democracy. It was dic-
tated largely by the major constitutional, social and technological 
changes of the past several decades, which have transformed Canadian 
society, and their concomitant influence on Canadians' expectations 
of the political process itself. In particular, the adoption in 1982 of the 
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms has heightened Canadians' 
awareness of their democratic and political rights and of the way they 
are served by the electoral system. 

The importance of electoral reform cannot be overemphasized. As 
the Commission's work proceeded, Canadians became increasingly 
preoccupied with constitutional issues that have the potential to change 
the nature of Confederation. No matter what their beliefs or political 
allegiances in this continuing debate, Canadians agree that constitutional 
change must be achieved in the context of fair and democratic pro-
cesses. We cannot complacently assume that our current electoral 
process will always meet this standard or that it leaves no room for 
improvement. Parliament and the national government must be seen 
as legitimate; electoral reform can both enhance the stature of national 
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political institutions and reinforce their ability to define the future of our 
country in ways that command Canadians' respect and confidence and 
promote the national interest. 

In carrying out our mandate, we remained mindful of the impor-
tance of protecting our democratic heritage, while at the same time bal-
ancing it against the emerging values that are injecting a new dynamic 
into the electoral system. If our system is to reflect the realities of 
Canadian political life, then reform requires more than mere tinkering 
with electoral laws and practices. 

Our broad mandate challenged us to explore a full range of options. 
We commissioned more than 100 research studies, to be published in 
a 23-volume collection. In the belief that our electoral laws must meas-
ure up to the very best contemporary practice, we examined election-
related laws and processes in all of our provinces and territories and 
studied comparable legislation and processes in established democra-
cies around the world. This unprecedented array of empirical study 
and expert opinion made a vital contribution to our deliberations. We 
made every effort to ensure that the research was both intellectually 
rigorous and of practical value. All studies were subjected to peer 
review, and many of the authors discussed their preliminary findings 
with members of the political and academic communities at national 
symposiums on major aspects of the electoral system. 

The Commission placed the research program under the able and 
inspired direction of Dr. Peter Aucoin, Professor of Political Science 
and Public Administration at Dalhousie University. We are confident 
that the efforts of Dr. Aucoin, together with those of the research coor-
dinators and scholars whose work appears in this and other volumes, 
will continue to be of value to historians, political scientists, parlia-
mentarians and policy makers, as well as to thoughtful Canadians and 
the international community: 

Along with the other Commissioners, I extend my sincere grati-
tude to the entire Commission staff for their dedication and commitment. 
I also wish to thank the many people who participated in our sympo-
siums for their valuable contributions, as well as the members of the 
research and practitioners' advisory groups whose counsel significantly 
aided our undertaking. 
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THE ROYAL COMMISSION'S research program constituted a compre-
hensive and detailed examination of the Canadian electoral process. 
The scope of the research, undertaken to assist Commissioners in their 
deliberations, was dictated by the broad mandate given to the 
Commission. 

The objective of the research program was to provide Com-
missioners with a full account of the factors that have shaped our elec-
toral democracy. This dictated, first and foremost, a focus on federal 
electoral law, but our inquiries also extended to the Canadian consti-
tution, including the institutions of parliamentary government, the 
practices of political parties, the mass media and nonpartisan political 
organizations, as well as the decision-making role of the courts with 
respect to the constitutional rights of citizens. Throughout, our research 
sought to introduce a historical perspective in order to place the con-
temporary experience within the Canadian political tradition. 

We recognized that neither our consideration of the factors shap-
ing Canadian electoral democracy nor our assessment of reform 
proposals would be as complete as necessary if we failed to examine 
the experiences of Canadian provinces and territories and of other 
democracies. Our research program thus emphasized comparative 
dimensions in relation to the major subjects of inquiry. 

Our research program involved, in addition to the work of the 
Commission's research coordinators, analysts and support staff, over 
200 specialists from 28 universities in Canada, from the private sector 
and, in a number of cases, from abroad. Specialists in political science 
constituted the majority of our researchers, but specialists in law, 
economics, management, computer sciences, ethics, sociology and 
communications, among other disciplines, were also involved. 
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In addition to the preparation of research studies for the 
Commission, our research program included a series of research sem-
inars, symposiums and workshops. These meetings brought together 
the Commissioners, researchers, representatives from the political par-
ties, media personnel and others with practical experience in political 
parties, electoral politics and public affairs. These meetings provided 
not only a forum for discussion of the various subjects of the 
Commission's mandate, but also an opportunity for our research to be 
assessed by those with an intimate knowledge of the world of politi-
cal practice. 

These public reviews of our research were complemented 
by internal and external assessments of each research report by per-
sons qualified in the area; such assessments were completed prior to our 
decision to publish any study in the series of research volumes. 

The Research Branch of the Commission was divided into several 
areas, with the individual research projects in each area assigned to the 
research coordinators as follows: 

F. Leslie Seidle 
Herman Bakvis 
Kathy Megyery 

David Small 

Janet Hiebert 
Michael Cassidy 

Robert A. Milen 

Frederick J. Fletcher 

David Mac Donald 
(Assistant Research 
Coordinator) 

Political Party and Election Finance 
Political Parties 
Women, Ethno-cultural Groups 
and Youth 

Redistribution; Electoral Boundaries; 
Voter Registration 

Party Ethics 
Democratic Rights; Election 
Administration 

Aboriginal Electoral Participation 
and Representation 

Mass Media and Broadcasting in 
Elections 

Direct Democracy 

These coordinators identified appropriate specialists to undertake 
research, managed the projects and prepared them for publication. 
They also organized the seminars, symposiums and workshops in their 
research areas and were responsible for preparing presentations and 
briefings to help the Commission in its deliberations and decision mak-
ing. Finally, they participated in drafting the Final Report of the 
Commission. 
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On behalf of the Commission, I welcome the opportunity to thank 
the following for their generous assistance in producing these research 
studies — a project that required the talents of many individuals. 

In performing their duties, the research coordinators made a notable 
contribution to the work of the Commission. Despite the pressures of 
tight deadlines, they worked with unfailing good humour and the 
utmost congeniality. I thank all of them for their consistent support and 
cooperation. 

In particular, I wish to express my gratitude to Leslie Seidle, senior 
research coordinator, who supervised our research analysts and support 
staff in Ottawa. His diligence, commitment and professionalism not 
only set high standards, but also proved contagious. I am grateful to 
Kathy Megyery, who performed a similar function in Montreal with 
equal aplomb and skill. Her enthusiasm and dedication inspired us all. 

On behalf of the research coordinators and myself, I wish to thank 
our research analysts: Daniel Arsenault, Eric Bertram, Cecile Boucher, 
Peter Constantinou, Yves Denoncourt, David Docherty, Luc Dumont, 
Jane Dunlop, Scott Evans, Veronique Garneau, Keith Heintzman, Paul 
Holmes, Hugh Mellon, Cheryl D. Mitchell, Donald Padget, Alain 
Pelletier, Dominique Tremblay and Lisa Young. The Research Branch 
was strengthened by their ability to carry out research in a wide vari-
ety of areas, their intellectual curiosity and their team spirit. 

The work of the research coordinators and analysts was greatly facil-
itated by the professional skills and invaluable cooperation of Research 
Branch staff members: Paulette LeBlanc, who, as administrative assis-
tant, managed the flow of research projects; Helene Leroux, secretary 
to the research coordinators, who produced briefing material for the 
Commissioners and who, with Lori Nazar, assumed responsibility for 
monitoring the progress of research projects in the latter stages of our 
work; Kathleen McBride and her assistant Natalie Brose, who created 
and maintained the database of briefs and hearings transcripts; and 
Richard Herold and his assistant Susan Dancause, who were responsi-
ble for our research library. Jacinthe Seguin and Cathy Tucker also deserve 
thanks — in addition to their duties as receptionists, they assisted in a 
variety of ways to help us meet deadlines. 

We were extremely fortunate to obtain the research services of first-
class specialists from the academic and private sectors. Their contri-
butions are found in this and the other 22 published research volumes. 
We thank them for the quality of their work and for their willingness 
to contribute and to meet our tight deadlines. 

Our research program also benefited from the counsel of Jean-Marc 
Hamel, Special Adviser to the Chairman of the Commission and former 
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Chief Electoral Officer of Canada, whose knowledge and experience 
proved invaluable. 

In addition, numerous specialists assessed our research studies. 
Their assessments not only improved the quality of our 
published studies, but also provided us with much-needed advice on 
many issues. In particular, we wish to single out professors Donald 
Blake, Janine Brodie, Alan Cairns, Kenneth Carty, John Courtney, Peter 
Desbarats, Jane Jenson, Richard Johnston, Vincent Lemieux, Terry 
Morley and Joseph Wearing, as well as Ms. Beth Symes. 

Producing such a large number of studies in less than a year requires 
a mastery of the skills and logistics of publishing. We were fortunate to 
be able to count on the Commission's Director of Communications, 
Richard Rochefort, and Assistant Director, Helene Papineau. They were 
ably supported by the Communications staff: Patricia Burden, Louise 
Dagenais, Caroline Field, Claudine Labelle, France Langlois, Lorraine 
Maheux, Ruth McVeigh, Chantal Morissette, Sylvie Patry, Jacques Poitras 
and Claudette Rouleau-O'Toole. 

To bring the project to fruition, the Commission also called on spe-
cialized contractors. We are deeply grateful for the services of Ann 
McCoomb (references and fact checking); Marthe Lemery, Pierre 
Chagnon and the staff of Communications Com'ca (French quality con-
trol); Norman Bloom, Pamela Riseborough and associates of B&B 
Editorial Consulting (English adaptation and quality control); and Mado 
Reid (French production). Al Albania and his staff at Acart Graphics 
designed the studies and produced some 2 400 tables and figures. 

The Commission's research reports constitute Canada's largest 
publishing project of 1991. Successful completion of the project required 
close cooperation between the public and private sectors. In the pub-
lic sector, we especially acknowledge the excellent service of the Privy 
Council unit of the Translation Bureau, Department of the Secretary of 
State of Canada, under the direction of Michel Parent, and our contacts 
Ruth Steele and Terry Denovan of the Canada Communication Group, 
Department of Supply and Services. 

The Commission's co-publisher for the research studies was 
Dundurn Press of Toronto, whose exceptional service is gratefully 
acknowledged. Wilson & Lafleur of Montreal, working with the Centre 
de Documentation Juridique du Quebec, did equally admirable work 
in preparing the French version of the studies. 

Teams of editors, copy editors and proofreaders worked diligently 
under stringent deadlines with the Commission and the publishers 
to prepare some 20 000 pages of manuscript for design, typesetting 
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and printing. The work of these individuals, whose names are listed 
elsewhere in this volume, was greatly appreciated. 

Our acknowledgements extend to the contributions of the 
Commission's Executive Director, Guy Goulard, and the administra-
tion and executive support teams: Maurice Lacasse, Denis Lafrance 
and Steve Tremblay (finance); Therese Lacasse and Mary Guy-Shea 
(personnel); Cecile Desforges (assistant to the Executive Director); Marie 
Dionne (administration); Anna Bevilacqua (records); and support staff 
members Michelle Belanger, Roch Langlois, Michel Lauzon, Jean 
Mathieu, David McKay and Pierrette McMurtie, as well as Denise 
Miquelon and Christiane Seguin of the Montreal office. 

A special debt of gratitude is owed to Marlene Girard, assistant to 
the Chairman. Her ability to supervise the logistics of the Commission's 
work amid the tight schedules of the Chairman and Commissioners 
contributed greatly to the completion of our task. 

I also wish to express my deep gratitude to my own secretary, Liette 
Simard. Her superb administrative skills and great patience brought 
much-appreciated order to my penchant for the chaotic workstyle of 
academe. She also assumed responsibility for the administrative coor-
dination of revisions to the final drafts of volumes 1 and 2 of the 
Commission's Final Report. I owe much to her efforts and assistance. 

Finally, on behalf of the research coordinators and myself, 
I wish to thank the Chairman, Pierre Lortie, the members of the 
Commission, Pierre Fortier, Robert Gabor, William Knight and Lucie 
Pepin, and former members Elwood Cowley and Senator Donald Oliver. 
We are honoured to have worked with such an eminent and thought-
ful group of Canadians, and we have benefited immensely from their 
knowledge and experience. In particular, we wish to acknowledge the 
creativity, intellectual rigour and energy our Chairman brought to our 
task. His unparalleled capacity to challenge, to bring out the best in us, 
was indeed inspiring. 

Peter Aucoin 
Director of Research 
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IN MODERN DEMOCRACIES, election campaigns are contested to a large 
degree in the media. From the days of the openly partisan press to the 
contemporary multi-media environment, political leaders have relied 
upon mass media to mobilize electoral support. While the right to vote 
freely and the credibility of the ballot process are central to democracy, 
the conduct of campaigns and the flow of information to voters are also 
important. If campaigns are perceived to be conducted unfairly, the 
entire electoral process may become suspect. Concern for the legiti-
macy of the system is one of the primary reasons that most democra-
cies have enacted regulations dealing with aspects of electoral 
communication. These regulations cover a wide range of media activ-
ities, including campaign advertising, election broadcasting and even 
some aspects of news and public affairs. 

The Commission's research program on mass media and elections 
examined the major developments in electoral communication in Canada 
and other democratic countries in recent decades, in the context of elec-
toral reform. The research studies were designed to cast light on major 
aspects of election media, whether amenable to regulation or not. 
Effective regulation requires an understanding of the entire system of 
campaign communication. 

The results of the research program provided background for the 
Commission's report. Whatever their substantive focus, the studies 
examined issues such as fairness in electoral competition and public 
confidence in the electoral process, issues that are central to electoral 
reform. Some studies examined central elements in the campaign com-
munication system, while others assessed its effectiveness in meeting 
the information needs of voters and the communication needs of par-
ties. Several projects considered alternative forms of communication 
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that might contribute to improved information for voters. The studies 
examined campaign media in the larger sense, including partisan adver-
tising, free broadcast time, candidate communication strategies, new 
communication technologies and news and public affairs coverage, 
among other topics. 

Research dealing directly with mass media and elections is reported 
in volumes 18 through 22. Volume 16, on opinion polling, and Volume 
17, on the attitudes of Canadians toward the electoral system, also deal 
with campaign communication, but include material on other subjects 
as well. Taken together, the seven volumes provide a comprehensive 
overview of the issues of campaign communication. 

The purpose of the seven studies in Volume 19 is to provide a gen-
eral description and critical analysis of campaign communication in 
selected industrial democracies. Six of the studies examine countries 
(nine in all) that are in some important way comparable to Canada. 
The authors, well-known specialists in each country, were asked to 
provide an overview of the principles and practices of electoral com-
munication in their own countries and a critical assessment of those 
principles and practices, including areas of controversy and possible 
reform. The final study deals with the Canadian system in similar terms. 

The authors were asked to address a number of common topics 
where appropriate: (1) regulations regarding free and paid time; (2) the 
regulatory environment for campaign communication; (3) means 
employed by parties and candidates to reach electors; (4) published 
opinion polls; (5) principles and practices of news and public affairs 
coverage, including the status of the party press and control of 
broadcast media; (6) the impact of new technologies on campaign com-
munication; and (7) televised leaders debates and other high-profile 
campaign events. 

Jacques Gerstle examines the organization and handling of infor-
mation in the media during France's 1988 presidential campaign. Gerstle 
is concerned that the increased use of media and new technology in 
election campaigns in fact weakens "equality" among candidates. Holli 
Semetko examines the British election campaign communication pro-
cess. Semetko compares the Party Election Broadcasts (PEB) with the 
partisan press, exploring how the two systems meet the needs of the 
voter and of the parties, including minor parties. Among the most use-
ful elements of the study is a systematic comparison of campaign cov-
erage on British and American television newscasts. Klaus Schoenbach 
studies the campaign communication system in Germany with special 
attention to the impact of the growing commercial broadcasting sys-
tem on campaign broadcasting and likely changes in the future as the 
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system becomes more market-driven. He deals specifically with the 
quantity of political information available to electors, the role of print 
media, party advertising and the use of electronic media for local cam-
paigns. 

Karen Siune examines campaign communication in three 
Scandinavian countries: Denmark, Norway and Sweden. She compares 
coverage of major and minor parties by newspapers and by public 
broadcasting systems, noting that both politicians and the public expect 
higher standards of the latter, especially in terms of balance. Siune notes 
that concepts of balanced coverage vary among the three countries, 
with Denmark being the only system to provide equal broadcast time 
to all parties. 

John Warhurst describes the system of campaign communication 
in Australia in terms of the electronic media election coverage, politi-
cal advertising spending, public opinion polls and the influence of 
media on voters. 

Doris Graber examines the changing mass media coverage trends 
in the United States by reviewing data from presidential and congres-
sional campaigns. She explores patterns of voter alienation and cyni-
cism in relation to campaigning strategies and news coverage, and 
discusses options for addressing these problems through the treatment 
of political campaigns by the press and political parties. 

The editor and his York University colleague Robert Everett pro-
vide an overview of campaign communication in Canada, highlighting 
similarities and differences between our system and those discussed 
in the earlier studies. This study identifies a number of problem areas 
that should be confronted to avoid possible erosion of public confi-
dence in the electoral system. 

The studies were conducted in late 1990 and early 1991. They will 
be of interest not only to students and scholars examining the mass 
media and/or election campaigns, but also to media practitioners, party 
strategists, policy analysts and others concerned about the electoral 
process. Taken together, these studies provide an important overview 
of campaign communication in industrial democracies. 

Some central issues are common to most systems, including: (1) the 
escalating costs of modern campaigns, fueled in large part by new com-
munication technologies; (2) the need to deal with the relationship 
between paid and free time, as commercial broadcasting emerges in 
systems that were formerly public monopolies; (3) the challenge of 
defining what is equitable in allocating broadcasting time among can-
didates and parties (especially with respect to minor parties); (4) devis-
ing appropriate rules for televised leaders debates; (5) coming to terms 
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with the changing role of the news media in the electoral process; and 
(6) assessing the implications of new communications technologies and 
changes in the mass media. The studies not only raise these issues but 
provide information on the response to them in the various systems. This 
volume is one of the few sources that provide a basis for examining 
such issues comparatively. 

The Commission's research program on mass media and elections 
drew on the expertise of a wide range of communication scholars and 
political scientists in addition to those whose work was published in 
these volumes. Their assistance is greatly appreciated. Among those 
who participated as peer reviewers and advisers, several deserve spe-
cial recognition: Peter Desbarats, Dean of the School of Journalism at 
the University of Western Ontario; David Taras, University of Calgary; 
Holli Semetko, University of Michigan; and Marc Raboy, Laval 
University. The research program also benefited from the advice of 
individuals from the parties and the media: John Coleman, President, 
Canadian Advertising Foundation; Terry Hargreaves, Elly Alboim and 
Colin MacLeod of the CBC; Geoffrey Stevens, political columnist; Lynn 
McDonald, sociologist and former MP; and others who prefer to remain 
anonymous. On behalf of the authors and the Commission, I must also 
acknowledge our debt to the practitioners from the media and the par-
ties, who attended our seminars or agreed to be interviewed and pro-
vided much valuable assistance and advice. 

The administration of the research program depended heavily on 
the work of Cheryl Mitchell, who served as my assistant from the incep-
tion of the program, and our research assistants at York University: 
Catherine Bolan, Claudia Forgas, Marni Goldman, Todd Harris, Sharon 
Johnston and Sheila Riordon. We were also assisted most ably by the 
Commission staff. Peter Constantinou and Veronique Garneau had 
particular responsibilities for research in this area. The staff of the 
Department of Political Science, the Faculty of Arts, Calumet College, 
and the Faculty of Environmental Studies at York University were very 
accommodating. 

The authors themselves deserve special acknowledgement for their 
willingness to try to meet tight deadlines, complicated by their normal 
academic responsibilities, and in particular to respond with cheerful-
ness and despatch to our requests for revisions. The conscientious peer 
reviews were of major assistance to the authors and ourselves in prepar-
ing these studies for publication. 

The unfailing good humour and encouragement of Peter Aucoin, 
the Director of Research, made an important contribution to the work. 
It was a privilege to work with the Commissioners, whose willingness 
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to bring their experience to bear on the most esoteric of formulations 
was an inspiration. Pierre Lortie's overall direction and, in particular, 
his suggestions for research and incisive comments on various drafts 
made a vital contribution, which is reflected in these research volumes 
as well as in the Final Report of the Royal Commission. Working with 
the other research coordinators was a genuine pleasure. Richard 
Rochefort and his staff were crucial in bringing these studies to publi-
cation. 

On a personal note, I wish to thank my wife and frequent collabo-
rator, Martha Fletcher, for encouraging me to undertake this task, which 
I have found very rewarding, and for her direct advice on many aspects 
of the work, as well as for bearing more than her share of the burden 
of domestic management. My son, Frederick, reminded me that work, 
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THE ROLE OF THE MEDIA IN ELECTION CAMPAIGNS 

IN FRANCE, as in other Western countries, the media are playing an 
increasingly important role in the political process, especially during 
those crucial periods covered by election campaigns. There are many 
reasons for this increase in the power of the media and of their role in 
political discourse. New technological developments in the creation, 
handling, management and transmission of information have appeared 
and are available to varying degrees to those in the political arena. The 
behaviour and practices of both the governors and the governed show 
that they are becoming more and more dependent on the media for 
support for their communication strategies and as sources of political 
information. The theories behind the shift in the role of the media are 
based on a recognition of the power of the media to shape social concepts 
of political reality. 

Not all media, however, are equally effective. Determining effec-
tiveness is in fact extremely difficult, requiring precise empirical criteria 
that depend in turn on prior theoretical choices. 

What is effective election communication? Is it communication that 
wins the most votes? Communication that maximizes votes and opti-
mizes campaign support in the short term? Communication that creates 
and maintains a political image? Or does effective communication 
resolve problems facing the community and enhance public discussion 
and decision making? Clearly, the period when the evaluation takes 
place and who participates in the evaluation (i.e., political practitioners 
or ordinary citizens) will both have significant consequences. These 
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criteria aside, there are obvious differences among the media. In France, 
as elsewhere, empirical studies have shown repeatedly that television 
is the most popular medium for political communication in general 
and election communication in particular. One of the more recent studies 
is the enlightening comparative analysis of the American and French 
public during the 1988 presidential elections (Semetko and Borquez 
1991). The gap between television and the other media is growing. The 
other sources of information, in decreasing order of audience confi-
dence, are radio, daily newspapers, weekly newspapers and maga-
zines. Various studies conducted during the presidential election in 
1988 show that television is the preferred medium for elections. 

This study considers the principle of equality in election campaigns 
and how it is put into practice by the media (i.e., the organization of the 
official campaign and the handling of information). It also examines 
the specific problem of publishing opinion poll results. Finally, it 
considers the credibility of the media and the response of their audiences. 
By way of conclusion, several approaches to assessing election coverage 
are proposed, and recommendations to improve electoral communi-
cation advanced. 

THE PRINCIPLE OF EQUALITY, REGULATION 
AND THE MODERNIZATION OF ELECTION CAMPAIGNS 

Certain general principles govern the election campaign process: 
freedom, nonpartisan election administration and, increasingly, equality 
among parties and candidates. These principles, and the regulations 
based on them, are occasionally threatened by modern communication 
techniques and political practices. Examples range from classic polit-
ical propaganda and audiovisual techniques to the distinction between 
the pre-campaign period and the official campaign, and between "offi-
cial" propaganda and "parallel" propaganda (Derieux 1991). 

In France, the principle governing the regulation of official propa-
ganda in election campaigns is founded on the concept of equality 
among the candidates. The law of 6 November 1962, which regulates 
the election of the president of the republic by universal suffrage, states 
that "all candidates shall receive from the state the same facilities for 
the presidential election campaign." The increasing role of the elec-
tronic media has led to regulations providing equal access to these 
resources. The decree of 14 March 1964 extended this principle to the 
electronic media. 

Over the years, a law limiting the growth of election spending has 
evolved, but the law has also adapted to the change in the French media 
landscape arising from the movement toward privatization of the air 
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waves. In 1981, for example, the three public television networks were 
the only ones available. By 1988, there were two public networks (A2 
and FR3) and four private networks (TF1, Canal Plus, La Cinq and M6). 

Three new laws dealing with election campaigns have been adopted: 
the law of 11 March 1988, requiring financial disclosure by those in 
politics; the law of 15 January 1990, limiting election expenses and 
requiring disclosure of political spending; and the law of 10 May 1990, 
regulating election campaigns of presidential and legislative candi-
dates. To some extent, the first law recognizes the existence of parallel 
forms of nonofficial propaganda. In drafting the law, legislators sought 
to keep the development of these activities and their potential financial 
effects from perverting the democratic principle. Debbasch (1989) 
summarized the trend perceptible in March 1988: "The principle of 
equality is now one of the major principles governing the activity of 
the electronic media during a presidential campaign." 

The electoral code establishes the duration of the official campaign 
for each election. The code also prescribes the period during which the 
candidates may use various types of campaign propaganda: election 
meetings, election pamphlets (referred to as "declarations of faith") 
and signs. In practice, however, these traditional methods of commu-
nication are used both officially and in parallel. When used officially, 
the principle of equality is strictly observed, since public funding is 
involved. (For more information concerning the new rules on political 
and election financing, see Aldan and Billebaut-Faillant (1990) and 
Terneyre (1990).) On the other hand, it is becoming much more difficult 
to keep parallel propaganda within the limits demanded by the prin-
ciple of equality. Candidates often flout the rules of the electoral code: 
for example, by permitting pamphlets or election newspapers and 
"rogue" signs in locations not provided for in the regulations. 

Advertising purchases, mass mailings and telemarketing can all 
be used to circumvent the principle of equality. In general, as a specialist 
in election law observes, "The inappropriateness of the provisions of the 
electoral code explains both the reluctance of judges to punish violators 
and the contempt of candidates for the provisions" (Masclet 1989). 

Apart from the general regulation of election advertising, one must 
consider specific regulations developed by the independent adminis-
trative authority that regulates the electronic media. The law of 29 July 
1982 established the Haute autorite de la communication audiovisuel 
(HACA). It was subsequently replaced by the Commission nationale de 
la communication et des libertes (CNCL), created by the law of 30 
September 1986; this commission was then replaced by the Conseil 
superieur de l'audiovisuel (CSA) on 30 January 1989. The HACA dealt with 
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the 1984 European elections and the legislative elections of 1986. Since 
12 November 1987, the CNCL has organized, regulated and supervised 
campaigns for the presidential election, elections for regional councils 
and for the congress of the territory of New Caledonia, legislative elec-
tions, canton elections and a referendum. In 1988, for the first time in 
France, an independent administrative communication authority organ-
ized and monitored the radio and television campaign for the presi-
dential election and for a referendum. 

Problems related to overlapping jurisdictions among existing insti-
tutions, as in the case of the Commission nationale de contrOle de la 
campagne presidentielle (CNCCP), also arose. The mission of the CNCCP 
was to intervene, "where required, with the competent authorities so 
that all measures to ensure equality among the candidates are taken" 
(France, decree of 14 March 1964). Under the decree of 6 January 1988, 
the CNCL replaced the CNCCP for all functions related to election commu-
nication and information on radio and television. The CNCCP, however, 
retained ultimate responsibility for protecting the principle of equality 
in the treatment of candidates; it also retained its power to regulate 
printed propaganda. At the top of the hierarchy of agencies that protect 
equality is the Conseil constitutionnel, which is empowered by Article 
58 of the Constitution to "ensure regularity in the election of the pres-
ident of the Republic." 

Each of these regulatory bodies has been responsible, at one 
time or another, for establishing the rules concerning official broad-
casts (production, programming and broadcasting) on the public-
sector networks. In the 1981 presidential election, for example, the 
CNCCP monitored compliance with the principle of equality during 
the campaign. 

Regulatory responsibility relates first to the organization of the offi-
cial campaign, particularly the programs aired by national broadcasters. 
Second, the regulatory body must monitor how information program-
ming is handled by these companies and by authorized or licensed 
electronic media services. 

REGULATION OF THE RADIO AND TELEVISION CAMPAIGN 
The presentation of official propaganda in the electronic mass media 
raises some interesting issues. According to the electoral code, national 
broadcasters must broadcast official radio and television programs for 
at least the national elections (i.e., presidential and legislative). Private 
television services, on the other hand, need not offer air time to candi-
dates. For presidential elections, each candidate is allotted equal time, 
with the order of programs determined by lot. 
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The decree of 14 March 1964 gives each candidate two hours of 
television and two hours of radio time. This allotment may be reduced 
if there are many candidates, as was the case in 1981, when the CNCCP 

restricted each of the ten first-round candidates to 70 minutes of air 
time. In 1988, the nine first-round candidates each had 105 minutes of 
television time spread over six television broadcasts on the public 
networks (A2 and FR3) and 70 minutes of radio time on the public 
stations (Radio-France, RFI and RF0). The schedules for assigning air 
time had to comply with a number of restrictions. For each phase of 
the election, candidates had to have identical time allotments. The 
candidates' order of appearance, drawn by lot, changed each day to 
reduce the chance that voters would attach any significance to the order 
of appearance. Programs were broadcast several times throughout the 
day to ensure a larger potential audience. Program lengths varied from 
five to 15 minutes. 

In the second round, the two remaining candidates had two hours 
of broadcast time for radio and television. By agreement, they each 
accepted a total of 40 minutes spread over four programs: five minutes 
for the first and last, and 15 minutes for the other two. Again, programs 
were rebroadcast to enlarge the potential audience. In addition, a tele-
vised debate was held on 28 April, broadcast live by TF1 (a private 
network) and A2 (a public network) and on tape by FR3, La Cinq and 
M6. The debate was scheduled for 110 minutes but lasted 140. 

This type of televised communication has become a ritual (Legavre 
1991); there was a debate in each of the last three presidential campaigns. 
Valery Giscard d'Estaing and Francois Mitterrand faced each other in 1974 
(Cotteret et al. 1976), and then again in 1981 (Gerstle 1981). Finally, in 1988, 
Mitterrand, the outgoing president, faced Jacques Chirac, who had been 
prime minister for two years. Because this debate took place before the 
start of round two of the official campaign, the CNCL was not required 
to monitor it. Had the debate been organized after the official start, each 
candidate would have been allowed only half the time devoted to it. 
Approximately 30 million viewers watched the debate. 

By the decree of 10 March 1988, the CNCL established the rules for 
the production, programming and broadcast of official programs for 
the 1988 presidential campaign. Because the shows on the private 
networks provided competition for the election programs, an attempt 
was made to modernize the official broadcasts by making the format 
more flexible. The CNCL allowed more time, for example, for video and 
audio segments. 

By the time of the 1984 European elections and the 1986 legislative 
elections, the HACA was allowing video clips, paid for by candidates or 
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parties, to make up 30 percent of each official television presentation. 
While accepting this new flexibility, however, the CNCL also imposed 
strict controls. The regulations prohibited these segments from being 
used to ridicule other candidates; to show images of celebrities without 
their prior written consent or that of their representatives; to show 
representations of official locations in the backdrop; to play national 
anthems; or to show the French flag or a combination of its three colours. 

Candidates were also allowed to film an official broadcast outdoors. 
In the interests of equality, production facilities were made available 
to the candidates, but candidates were responsible for the cost of 
inserting the video clips in the programs. Candidates had a choice of 
three kinds of presentations: statements where the candidates appeared 
alone in front of a camera; interviews or replies to questions, which 
permitted dialogue with an interviewer; and debates with a maximum 
of four people in addition to the candidate. (For a more detailed study 
of the content and form of televised broadcasts of the 1988 presidential 
election, see Johnston (1991).) 

For the legislative elections, the law of 29 December 1966 estab-
lished the right of political parties to air time during general elections. 
Three hours of radio and television broadcast time were divided equally 
between the majority and opposition parties. The leaders of the parties 
then divided the allotted time by mutual agreement. The law also granted 
air time (seven minutes before the first round and five minutes before 
the second) to groups not represented in the outgoing National Assembly 
but fielding at least 75 candidates. The principle of equality in this case, 
therefore, was applied relative to the number of candidates nominated. 

The legislative elections held on 5 and 12 June 1988 gave rise to 
radio and television campaigns of national scope. Apart from the possi-
bility of up to 40 percent of each presentation being made up of video 
clips, the CNCL allowed the political parties to mix formats within a 
single presentation (statements, interviews). The air time available to 
the various parties was divided as follows: 

In the series covering the Rassemblement pour la Republique 
(RPR) and the Union pour la democratie francaise (UDF), each 
group in the campaign received 45 minutes for the first round 
and 22.5 minutes for the second round. 
In the series covering the Parti socialiste (PS), the Parti commu-
nists francais (PcF) and the Front national (FN), each group 
received 69 minutes, 11 minutes and 10 minutes in the first round, 
and 34 minutes, 6 minutes and 5 minutes in the second round, 
respectively. Under the electoral code, this division was 
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established by the members of the Office of the National 
Assembly, taking into account the relative size of each group. It 
was then up to the CNCL to establish the number, length and 
order of the presentations. (See the CNCL decision of 20 May 1988.) 
The Parti Ouvrier Europeen, which was not represented in the 
National Assembly, had 7 minutes allotted before the first round 
and 5 minutes before the second. 

The referendum on the future of New Caledonia was held on 6 
November 1988. The criteria determining the allocation of the two hours 
of free air time were different from those used in the presidential and 
legislative elections. For this event the amount of speaking time was 
linked to the number of parliamentary deputies and senators each party 
had. The Ps, with 338 parliamentary representatives, was given 48 
minutes and 40 seconds; the RPR, with 213 representatives, was given 
29 minutes; the UDF had 20 minutes; the Centre des democraties sociaux 
(cDS) was allotted 10 minutes; and with 40 representatives, the PCF 

received five minutes. The Front national had no parliamentary group, 
but since it had received 5 percent of the vote in the 1988 legislative 
election, it was also given five minutes of air time, as were the main 
political families in New Caledonia. 

The opposition used the principle of proportionality in exercising 
their right to reply to remarks on the referendum made by the prime 
minister on the public broadcast service. (He had made the remarks in 
the context of a government announcement.) The RPR and the UDF parties 
were given the same amount of time as the prime minister: 4.5 minutes. 

Since 1977, two hours of radio and television broadcast time have 
been provided for the European elections. This is divided among the 
groups represented in the National Assembly and the Senate. Small 
parties with no parliamentary representation have 30 minutes, to be 
divided equally among them. 

HANDLING INFORMATION IN MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE CAMPAIGN 
The profound transformation of the French media landscape, particu-
larly since the emergence of privately owned electronic media, has 
given television viewers much more choice. In the past, viewers could 
hardly avoid the rebroadcasts of the election programs on the three 
public networks, which had a television monopoly. Today, the competing 
private television stations (which are not required to rebroadcast elec-
tion programming) have enticed some of the audience away from elec-
tion programs. This reinforces the impact of information broadcasts, 
such as television news, which are considered nonpartisan. 
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The CNCL, established in 1986 and replaced by the Conseil superieur 
de l'audiovisuel in 1989, devised a whole set of regulations on election 
broadcasting. Its mission was to ensure compliance with the principles 
of pluralism, balance and equality in each phase of the election 
campaign. The decree of 14 March 1964, dealing with presidential elec-
tions, had already restated the principle of equality among the candi-
dates in terms of access to information programming; it dealt particularly 
with production, commentaries on candidates, and the depiction of 
candidates. Both public and private networks had to comply with the 
rule of pluralism. 

The last presidential campaign provides an enlightening example 
of equitable enforcement of the pluralism rule. The law of 30 September 
1986 states: 

Through its recommendations, the CNCL shall ensure respect for the 
pluralistic expression of thought and opinion in programs on the 
national broadcasting networks and particularly in political infor-
mation broadcasts. 

In its recommendations, the CNCL distinguished two phases of the pre-
campaign period and the campaign itself. In the first phase of the pre-
campaign period, from 1 January to 22 February 1988, the rule of 
three-thirds, confirmed by the CNCL, applied. For all the networks, the 
common rule is that in normal periods, one-third of political messages 
are allocated to the government, one-third to the parliamentary oppo-
sition and one-third to the parliamentary majority. Messages from or 
about the president of the republic are separate. There are difficulties, 
however, in applying this rule. For example, there is the sometimes 
delicate process of identifying the shifting boundaries between the 
majority and the opposition, and this leads to problems in allocating time 
within the three categories to each political group. 

The second phase of the pre-campaign period, from 22 February 
to 8 April, saw pluralism and balance reflected in the distinction 
between news reporting connected to the election campaign (which 
was governed by fairness among candidates) and news reporting 
unconnected to the campaign (which continued to be governed by 
the three-thirds rule). These terms, adopted by the CNCL, are confusing, 
and raise questions about the value of ambiguous terminology. They 
assume what is in fact very difficult to discern: how people develop 
their concepts of political reality and the role of the media in this 
process. It is doubtful whether citizens actually make this distinction 
as they acquire information. 
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The CNCL adopted this terminology in its recommendation of 3 
February 1988, but it applied only to the national broadcasters (A2, FR3, 
Radio-France, RFI, RFO). The CNCL also sent the recommendation to the 
private-sector television companies (TF1, La Cinq, M6) to avoid discrim-
ination and to ensure equal treatment in both public and private broad-
casting. Letters were also sent to the cable networks to advise them of 
the recommendation and to smaller private radio companies and the 
television company Canal Plus to "invite" them to comply with it. The 
recommendation outlined the three-thirds rule, which was to apply 
"strictly to all presentations in all programming," including news 
reporting not connected to the campaign. For news connected to the 
campaign, the CNCL recommended that there be "treatment that is 
balanced in both tone and time ... among candidates, whether declared 
or presumed, and all those supporting such candidates." It used the 
following expressions to describe this requirement: "equitable access to 
air time," "presentation that does not favour any candidate," and 
"concern for objectivity, impartiality and balance." The principle, there-
fore, is not strict equality but rather equitable treatment of candidates. 

Finally, the election campaign proper, from 8 April to 6 May, was 
governed by the theoretical objectives of equality and the practical 
concern for objectivity, impartiality and balance. The CNCL's second 
recommendation was directed to all electronic broadcasting services: 
national broadcasters and private organizations. In television, this 
meant the public networks (A2 and FR3); the private networks (TF1, La 
Cinq and M6); and the local television stations, cable networks and 
Canal Plus (a licensee of the public broadcasting service). For radio, it 
meant the public stations (Radio-France, RFI and RFO) and the smaller 
or other private radio stations. This second recommendation concerned 
all information programs, excluding official campaign programs broad-
cast solely by the national programming companies. But what is the 
scope of this recommendation? What is meant by "the principle of 
equality among candidates must be observed"? 

The word "equality" was not used alone; rather, it was the "prin-
ciple of equality." This phrase refers to decisions of the Conseil consti-
tutionnel and the Conseil d'etat stating that "the principle of equality 
before the law" permits "different solutions to be applied to different 
situations." This in turn suggests there are categories of candidates. 

The principle of equality would thus permit candidates with compa-
rable influence to be treated comparably. The CNCL, therefore, did not 
require strict equality in the treatment of candidates. For news reporting 
not connected to the election campaign, the three-thirds rule still applied, 
with its distinction between official functions and campaign activities. 
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For news reporting connected to the presidential election, the campaign 
and position statements had to be "presented with constant concern 
for objectivity, impartiality and balance." 

Strict equality in the treatment of the campaign, however, was not 
required. An assessment of the varying significance of the candidates' 
presentations was introduced: 

Candidates' public activities must be followed in accordance with the 
standards for information ethics, taking into account the number and 
significance of such candidates' presentations, with the same attention 
to all, whether or not they received the support of one of the political 
families represented by a group in the National Assembly. 

On the other hand, strict equality is required in cases where infor-
mation services prepare profiles of the various candidates. In France 
there is no professional group with the authority to regulate journalists, 
and the body regulating electronic broadcasting has no direct power 
over journalists. It does, however, ensure that certain obligations, 
including responsible reporting, are fulfilled by the various program-
ming bodies. 

The same principle of equality was applied in subsequent elec-
tions. During the Senate elections of 24 September 1989, the Conseil 
superieur de l'audiovisuel wrote to all national broadcasters asking 
them to ensure "balanced treatment in both tone and time among the 
various candidates and lists" in their information programs (La Lettre 
du CSA 1989). 

PROHIBITION ON ELECTION ADVERTISING 
Particular attention must be given to advertising, which is treated in a 
special way in France. On the one hand, political professionals are using 
advertising more and more as a means of communication; on the other 
hand, legislators are trying assiduously to stem this tide in an effort to 
limit election expenses. 

The law of 30 September 1986 on freedom of communication 
provided that advertising programs of a political nature could be 
broadcast only outside election zampaigns. Since 1988, and particu-
larly since the political-financial scandals leading up to the presiden-
tial election, the need for greater disclosure in French politics became 
evident. Behind this move were sometimes ulterior motives on the 
part of the participants involved in the "cohabitation" period (1986-88). 
(This era was exceptional in French politics because of the institutional 
"cohabitation" of a president and a prime minister from opposing 
political majorities.) 
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On 11 March 1988, in the middle of the presidential election 
campaign, new legislation on political financial disclosure was adopted. 
This law extended the prohibition on political advertising for four more 
years, in anticipation of a law on party financing. Eventually the law 
of 15 January 1990 was passed, permanently prohibiting political adver-
tising programs on radio and television. The law also prohibited all 
election signs other than those permitted in the official campaign. All 
election signs were banned during the three months preceding the first 
day of the month of an election, up to election day. 

After this law was enacted, the ban was extended to all commercial 
advertising in the press or any electronic medium. During those three 
months, telemarketing or telephone advertising that makes a toll-free 
number available to the public is also prohibited. Finally, during the six 
months preceding an election, public institutions associated with one 
candidate or another cannot publicize their accomplishments or manage-
ment of a community in the area of that community. This means, for 
example, that public resources such as city facilities may not be used for 
electioneering by an outgoing municipal team. On the whole, these restric-
tions on any immediate opportunity for political advertising in France 
show that legislators are trying to ensure morality in political activities. 

As seen in 1986, opening up political communication to advertising 
was followed by a more rigid attitude and a return to the restrictive 
approach demonstrated earlier by the Commission nationale de controle 
de la campagne presidentielle (Racine 1989). Moreover, the public was 
not in favour of political advertising on television (Gerstle 1992). 

PUBLICATION OF POLLS 
The extraordinary development of political polling in France has 
prompted legislators to regulate its use during election periods. The 
law of 19 July 1977 dealt with "any opinion poll relating directly or 
indirectly to a referendum, a presidential election or one of the elec-
tions regulated by the electoral code, as well as the election of repre-
sentatives to the Assembly of the European Communities." The law 
required that polls guarantee technical reliability and disclosure. The 
Commission des sondages (commission on polling) was established to 
ensure compliance with ethical standards and was given powers to 
investigate and require corrective action. Most important, however, the 
law provided that "during the week preceding each vote, and during 
the vote, publishing, broadcasting or commenting on any poll, by any 
means whatsoever, is prohibited." This prohibition applies to all media 
during presidential and European elections, as well as referendums 
and elections governed by the electoral code. 
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Polls could still be conducted if the results were not made public. 
However, the prohibition did not extend to election "estimations" organ-
ized by polling institutes and the media, the results of which may be 
broadcast after the close of polling stations and before the official 
announcement of the results of the election. 

During the 1988 presidential election campaign, there were many 
polls — 40 percent more than in the previous presidential election in 
1981. According to Gazier and de Leusse (1989), between January and 
May 1988 the Commission registered and monitored 153 polls. In 1981, 
111 were monitored, and of these only 17 were registered. According 
to Duhamel (1988), in February 1988 alone, 77 political surveys were 
conducted. In March there were 94, averaging three per day, twice as 
many as normally observed. These figures represent the polls conducted, 
not just those published. 

In comparison, there were 112 polls during the 1989 municipal elec-
tions. As Gazier and Abraham (1989) noted, this figure is below the 
true figure, because a lot of surveys were unknown to the Commission. 
Some were not published because they were intended solely for the 
information of candidates, parties or public authorities. The Commission 
was unaware of others that were carried out by inexperienced insti-
tutes or were published by local media serving a small area. In the 1988 
presidential election, most of the polls dealt with the voters' intentions, 
not with issues that had a high priority with the candidates or the 
public. We may be able to determine how the polls influenced voters 
by examining how they were published. 

As an illustration, let us consider the attention given by television 
news programs to polls during the 1988 presidential election (Gerstle 
et al. 1991). In 106 days, the news program aired at 8:00 PM on TF1 alone 
quoted 70 polls: in January, it quoted 10 polls; in February, 18; in March, 
23. The 19 quoted during April were restricted to the first 17 days, since 
publishing results was prohibited during the week preceding a round 
of voting. These figures show the steady increase in the use of polls to 
supplement television news. It is also interesting to compare them with 
the polls taken by the three American networks during the last two 
months of the 1988 campaign. The prime-time news programs on CBS, 

NBC and ABC referred to only 25 polls, whereas TF1 alone mentioned 42 
in March and April. If we were to add to these the references made on 
television news programs on the other networks (A2, FR3, La Cinq, M6 
and Canal Plus), we would find an even wider gap between the 
American and French news coverage of polls. This confirms the 
popularity of political polling in France and also demonstrates its ability 
to transform the public arena through the weight of its media visibility 
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CREDIBILITY OF THE MEDIA AND AUDIENCE BEHAVIOUR 
To complete the profile of election communication, we present a brief 
summary of the characteristic behaviour of the French people regarding 
the media. 

The first parameter to consider is credibility. Television is the domi-
nant medium of information. This was apparent when we asked the 
following question: "In terms of political information, which of the 
following sources of information do you trust the most?" (Missika 1989). 
In October 1988 the results in descending order were television (46 
percent), radio (18 percent), daily newspapers (16 percent), and weekly 
newspapers and magazines (10 percent). A comparison with the results 
of 12 years earlier shows that television's gain in credibility (+7 percent) 
was accompanied by a loss in credibility for radio (-5 percent) and daily 
newspapers (-2 percent) and a gain for weekly newspapers and maga-
zines (+3 percent). 

In October 1990, there was a widespread drop in media credibility, 
perhaps owing to the manner in which international events had been 
covered that year. Despite this drop, television retained its supremacy 
over the other media in the area of political information (Missika 1991). 

Similarly pre-election polls do not currently have a good image: as 
of September 1989, 57 percent of the French people considered them 
as having a negative influence on politicians and the public (Le journal 
des elections 1989). 

In 1988, A2 had a larger audience for its broadcasts about the pres-
idential campaign than FR3 did. The A2 audience was larger at 1:30 PM 
(6-10 audience points) than at either 7:00 PM (3.5-7 points) or 9:00 AM 
(1-2 points). The same phenomenon appeared in the legislative elections 
one month later. 

If we look at the audience ratings 10 years earlier, we note a down-
ward trend in viewing televised election coverage. The audience total 
(TF1, A2, FR3) amounted to an average of 38.8 percent at 8:35 PM. The 
figure was already slipping in 1978, compared with earlier campaign 
audiences. The 1973 legislative elections, for example, had an average 
of 51 percent. The 1974 presidential election had 46 percent on the first 
round and 55 percent on the second (Casile 1978). 

Political broadcasts that traditionally found favour with French tele-
vision viewers no longer have major audience scores during election 
periods. Appearances by Raymond Barre and Jacques Chirac on "L'Heure 
de Write" (the most watched political television program) on 5 and 7 
Apri11988 were watched in only 14 percent and 16 percent, respectively, 
of "total homes." The figures for first-rank leaders were on average 
more than 20 percent. 
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We should not be surprised, therefore, that the survey organized by 
Le journal des elections in September 1989 revealed the pessimistic and 
even critical feeling of the French public toward the "mediafication" 
of politics. Just over half, or 54 percent, believed this trend was a sign 
of the impoverishment of political debate, and 43 percent saw it as a sign 
of modernization. Certainly the media invasion of politics in France 
today is most intense during presidential campaigns. 

The survey by Societe francaise d'enquetes par sondages (SOFRES) 
from 15 to 17 March 1988 is very revealing in terms of audience 
behaviour (Telerama 1988). According to 62 percent of the people ques-
tioned, television is the most useful medium for determining how to 
vote, far ahead of newspapers (37 percent), radio (30 percent), conver-
sations (20 percent), polls (12 percent), political meetings (6 percent), 
signs (4 percent) and pamphlets (4 percent). (Multiple responses were 
accepted.) However, the motive mentioned most often for paying atten-
tion to election coverage was to get information (83 percent) and not to 
decide how to vote (3 percent). 

Viewers answered the survey questions about their reasons for 
watching political broadcasts on television in the following ways: 

To get information on politicians' platforms (40 percent). 
To learn the arguments of the lesser known politicians 
(25 percent). 
The ideas of the invited politician reflect the respondent's 
own (22 percent). 
The respondent is interested in politics and follows political 
broadcasts on television regularly (21 percent). 
The respondent finds political broadcasts genuinely enter-
taining (16 percent). 
The respondent never watches political broadcasts on tele-
vision (14 percent). 

When choosing from among the competing programs, only 36 
percent watch the official broadcasts, based on self-reporting by the 
respondents. The majority, 55 percent, however, stated that they would 
watch other programs instead of the official campaign. 

When asked what political broadcasts they preferred, the respon-
dents gave the following replies: 

interviews with politicians by several journalists (42 percent); 
debates between two politicians (40 percent); 
interviews with politicians with questions posed directly by 
a sample of the television audience (26 percent); 
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interviews with politicians interspersed with news reporting 
(16 percent); 
interviews with politicians by one journalist (11 percent); 
and 
debates involving journalists and political scientists without 
politicians present (10 percent). 

This hierarchy of preferences was confirmed by a Louis Harris survey 
taken from 10 to 12 March 1988. Here the question was, "In your view, 
which type of television broadcast provides you with the best infor-
mation on the election campaign?" The following responses were given: 

programs that bring together one or more journalists with a 
politician (50 percent); 
face-to-face encounters between politicians (38 percent); 
political broadcasts with the public present (23 percent); and 
official campaign broadcasts (5 percent). 

Semetko and Borquez (1991) analysed the actual behaviour of the 
French public during the 1988 campaign and compared it with that of 
the American public. Although the Americans had a higher rate of 
exposure to information, the French demonstrated more sustained 
attention to the news: 

69.5 percent had seen the televised debate between Francois 
Mitterrand and Jacques Chirac (the two candidates); 
53 percent had not seen any official television broadcasts 
by Chirac; 
50 percent had not seen any official television broadcasts 
by Mitterrand; 
23 percent expressed a very strong interest in the campaign; 
5.5 percent had watched many Mitterrand broadcasts; and 
5.3 percent had watched many Chirac broadcasts. 

Do these data confirm what was found in earlier studies (Cayrol 
1985)? The 1974 and 1981 presidential campaigns had generated greater 
interest, with only 9 percent of voters stating that they did not follow the 
campaign every day or almost every day. There had also been a decrease 
in those who used the media to help them decide how to vote. The 
proportions who found the media useful in this respect were as follows: 
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for television — 63 percent in 1974, 68 percent in 1981, and 
62 percent in 1988; 
for radio — 10 percent in 1974, 33 percent in 1981 and 30 
percent in 1988; and 
for the press — 13 percent in 1974, 45 percent in 1981 and 37 
percent in 1988. 

The hierarchy of preferences has therefore remained stable and shows 
that people favour television. Overall, the drop in interest in the 
campaign could be explained by political factors and communication 
variables. The 1988 campaign involved much less conflict in ideolog-
ical terms than those of 1974 and 1981. On the other hand, the appear-
ance of the private networks allowed voters to avoid official election 
communication if they wished. 

EVALUATION AND OUTLOOK 
The change in the French media landscape has been accompanied by 
a loss of interest in the election programming of the official campaign. 
Various solutions may be considered to increase the audience, e.g., 
repeat broadcasts at various points in the program schedule. The expe-
rience of the presidential campaign showed that broadcasting at different 
times (9 AM, 1 PM, 5 PM, 7 PM, 10 PM) and varying the combinations on 
the different networks would increase one's opportunities to tune in. 
As well, as in 1986, making the format more flexible (mixing types, 
inserting video clips, filming outside, and so on) could help to generate 
audience interest. 

In its 1989 annual report (1990), the Conseil superieur de l'audio-
visuel (CSA) looked at the four elections that had taken place since the 
council was established: municipal, territorial, European and senatorial. 
The experience of the European elections (June 1989) prompted the CSA 

to recommend "radical reform of the official radio and television 
campaign, which has been met with massive disaffection" (La Lettre du 

CSA 1990). 
New legislative provisions on political-activity financing, which 

limit election expenses, might prompt candidates to make better use 
of the free air time offered under the electoral code. They will also prob-
ably put some effort into modernizing the campaign broadcasts to make 
them more attractive, perhaps by using outside filming and video clips 
like those that attracted such attention during the 1988 campaign. 

The use of program formats like those discussed in the SOFRES 

survey (discussed earlier in this study) could alternate with the 
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traditional formats of electoral discourse, such as the televised mono-
logue. Will this be enough to bring the number of viewers of election 
communication back to the levels seen when only the three public 
networks were available? This is unlikely. At the very most, there will 
be some positive audience shift if, all political circumstances being 
equal, there is some flexibility incorporated into the regulations to facil-
itate the transmission of messages to an audience that is already 
drowning in information or is apathetic. 

It is definitely premature to assess the impact of the new legislative 
framework on election campaigns, since it has not yet been tested in 
practice. Candidates will probably try to adopt new practices to get 
around these legal limits and prohibitions, which have become rigid, 
for example, in the fields of electronic advertising. 

Given the diversity of sources of information, the way in which 
information is handled during election periods is still problematic. As 
early as 1981, the Commission nationale de controle de la campagne 
presidentielle, which was then in charge of electronic election commu-
nication, stated in its report on the presidential campaign "that it was 
largely illusory to hope to ensure the equality intended by the legis-
lator in 1962." However, it also noted there was "inequality in air time 
among the candidates in the first round." 

The system for monitoring information during the presidential 
campaign, updated in 1988, is unsatisfactory on a number of grounds. 
Distinguishing between news reporting connected to the campaign 
and news reporting not connected to the campaign was particularly 
difficult, given the political situation and the candidacies of the incum-
bent president and prime minister. The outgoing president, a presumed 
candidate, officially declared his candidacy only one month before the 
first round of voting. The prime minister, a very early presumed candi-
date, declared officially on 15 January 1988, more than three months 
before the first vote. How then was information relating to these two 
participants to be covered? 

Were they candidates, or were they performing their institutional 
duties at that time? It is clear that the ambiguity of such a situation can 
be used by the participants to influence the media. It seems impossible to 
ascertain whether the television viewer puts an item on Francois Mitterrand 
in the context of the election or in the context of the exercise of power. It 
is also doubtful that we can find out if the viewer makes this distinction 
during a campaign, when any government action is seen by the public in 
terms of the election. The Commission nationale de la communication et 
des libertes (CNCL) presented television networks and radio stations with 
an impossible problem when it made this recommendation: 
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National programming companies shall distinguish between comments 
by the individuals, depending on whether they are acting as candidates 
or as supporters of a candidate on the one hand, or speaking in the 
course of their official functions on the other hand. 

Another reason for dissatisfaction relates to compliance with and 
monitoring of the principle of equality in the allotment of broadcast 
time. In its report on the 1988 legislative election campaign, the 
Commission nationale de la communication et des libertes (1988b) 
noted the need to ensure balance between the candidates in terms not 
only of time but also of tone. It added: 

This last requirement dealing with the presentation of candidates and 
comments on their actions is by far the most complex and the most 
difficult to assess. While a degree of diversity among journalists may 
contribute to greater balance, nonetheless this requirement will best 
be met as a result of the ethical rigour brought to bear by each jour-
nalist and writer. 

In fact, the only systematic monitoring done is of the balanced-time rule. 
The second recommendation described how the CNCL proceeded 

in monitoring this balance. It systematically observed programs, 
preparing lists of each type of program, showing the air time given to 
a candidate and the candidate's supporters. Each week these lists were 
made public. Another document tabulated the activities of others in 
the political arena who are subject to the three-thirds rule, as well as 
the president of the Republic. The time criterion is quite inconsequen-
tial: it is inadequate for assessing compliance with the equality prin-
ciple, although it does highlight extreme disparities in the equitable 
treatment of candidates. For example, analysis of the content of the 
8:00 PM television news broadcast by TF1 between January and April 1988 
showed the extent to which journalists ranked candidates according 
to their institutional positions and their chances of winning. They 
presented some presidential candidates as having more credibility than 
others, thereby establishing an ongoing process of building and main-
taining legitimacy. The distinction between "minor candidates" and 
"genuine candidates" was clear. Similarly, within these categories, there 
were symbolic mechanisms by which the candidates and their 
supporters differentiated, qualified and disqualified themselves. The 
media construction of political and electoral reality proceeds from 
symbolic meanings and operations far more complex and sophisticated 
than the purely quantitative principle of equality assumes (Gerstle et 
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al. 1991). Moreover, it seems that the inadequacy of past approaches is 
easily established in theory but less so in practice. Thus the Conseil 
superieur de l'audiovisuel recommended in its 1989 annual report that 
a new indicator for monitoring pluralism be found as a substitute for 
the three-thirds rule, albeit without specifying the form it should take. 
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REFERENCES 

In this study, quoted material that originated in French has been translated 
into English. 

Aldan, Gilles, and Frederique Billebaut-Faillant. 1990. "Le Financement de la 
vie politique: commentaire des lois de 1990." Revue francaise de droit 
constitutionnel 3:501-16. 

Casile, Nicole. 1978. "Les telespectateurs et les elections de mars 1978." 
Les cahiers de la communication 1:18-29. 

Cayrol, Roland. 1985. "Le role des campagnes electorales." In L'Explication 
du vote, ed. D. Gaxie. Paris: Presses de la Fondation nationale des 
sciences politiques. 

Commission nationale de controle de la campagne presidentielle. 1981. 
"Rapport au President de la Republique." In Textes et Documents relatifs 
a l'election presidentielle des 26 avril et 10 mai 1981. Paris: La documentation 
francaise. 

Commission nationale de la communication et des libertes. 1988a. Election du 
President de la Republique: Rapport sur la campagne a la radio et a la television 
(22 fevrier-8 mai 1988). Paris: CNCL. 

	.1988b. Elections legislatives (5 et 12 juin 1988): Rapport sur la campagne 
a la radio eta la television. Paris: CNCL. 

Conseil superieur de l'audiovisuel. 1990. Rapport annuel 1989. Paris: 
La documentation francaise. 

Cotteret, J-M., C. Emeri, J. Gerstle and R. Moreau. 1976. Giscard d'Estaing —
Mitterrand: 54774 mots pour convaincre. Paris: PUF. 

Debbasch, Charles. 1989. "Le principe d'egalite dans les medias audiovisuels 
et la campagne presidentielle." In Campagnes electorales: Principe d'egalite et 
transparence financiere, ed. Association francaise des constitutionnalistes, 
73-82. Paris: Economica. 

Derieux, Emmanuel. 1991. Le droit de la communication. Paris: LGDJ. 



2 2 

MEDIA, ELECTIONS AND DEMOCRACY 

Duhamel, Olivier. 1988. "Sondages et medias dans la campagne 
presidentielle de 1988." Report to the Conseil national de la recherche 
scientifique for Sondages et opinion publique (17 May). 

France. Constitution (Loi du 4 octobre 1958), J.0., 5 octobre 1958, p. 9151, 
article 58. 

	. Decret du 14 mars 1964, J.0., 17 mars 1964, p. 2491. 

	. Decret du 6 janvier 1988, J.0., 7 janvier 1988, p. 274. 

	. Loi du 6 novembre 1962, J.0., 7 novembre 1962, p. 10762. 

	. Loi du 29 decembre 1966, J.0., 30 decembre 1966, p. 11684. 

	. Loi du 19 juillet 1977, J.0., 20 juillet 1977, p. 3837. 

	. Loi du 29 juillet 1982, J.0., 30 juillet 1982, p. 2431. 

	. Loi du 30 septembre 1986, J.0., 1 octobre 1986, p. 11755. 

	. Loi du 11 mars 1988, J.0., 12 mars 1988, p. 3290. 

	. Loi du 15 janvier 1990, J.0., 16 janvier 1990, p. 639. 

	. Loi du 10 mai 1990, J.0., 11 mai 1990, p. 5615. 

Gazier, Francois, and Ronny Abraham. 1989. La Commission des sondages 
face aux elections municipales, ed. Commission des sondages. Paris: 
Conseil d'etat. 

Gazier, Francois, and Jean-Frederic de Leusse. 1989. "La Commission des 
sondages face a relection presidentielle de 1988." Pouvoirs 48:145-57. 

Gerstle, Jacques. 1981. "Eristique electorale: le debat televise de mai 1981." 
In Democratie cathodique: la television et !'election presidentielle de 1981, 
ed. J-M. Cotteret et al. Paris: Les cahiers de la communication, Dunod. 

	.1992. La communication politique. Que Sais-Je? No. 2652. Paris: PUF. 

Gerstle, Jacques, Dennis K. Davis and Olivier Duhamel. 1991. "Television 
News and the Construction of Political Reality in France and the United 
States." In Mediated Politics in Two Cultures: Presidential Campaigning 
in the United States and France, ed. L.L. Kaid, J. Gerstle and R.K. Sanders. 
New York: Praeger. 

Johnston, Anne. 1991. "Political Broadcasts: An Analysis of Form, Content 
and Style in Presidential Communication." In Mediated Politics in Two 
Cultures: Presidential Campaigning in the United States and France, 
ed. L.L. Kaid, J. Gerstle and R.K. Sanders. New York: Praeger. 

Le journal des elections. 1989. "La dernocratie consumeriste." No. 19. 



23 

ELECTION COMMUNICATION IN FRANCE 

Legavre, Jean-Baptiste. 1991. "Face to Face: The 1988 French Debate." 
In Mediated Politics in Two Cultures: Presidential Campaigning in the 
United States and France, ed. L.L. Kaid, J. Gerstle and R.K. Sanders. 
New York: Praeger. 

La Lettre du CSA. 1989. 1 October. Paris. 

	. 1990. 7 April. Paris. 

Masclet, Jean-Claude. 1989. Droit electoral. Paris: PUF. 

Maus, Didier. 1988. Textes et documents relatifs a l'election presidentielle des 
24 avril et 8 mai 1988, notes et etudes documentaires. Paris: 
La documentation francaise. 

Missika, Jean-Louis. 1989. "Les Francais et leurs medias: la confiance 
limitee." Mediapouvoirs 113:39-50. 

	. 1991. "Les Francais et leurs medias: le desenchantement." 
Mediapouvoirs 121:97-114. 

Racine, Pierre-Francois. 1989. "Les aspects juridiques des deux 
recommandations de la CNCL aux chains de television sur la campagne 
presidentielle et de la decision sur la campagne presidentielle." 
In Campagnes electorales: principe d'egalite et transparence financiere, 
ed. Association francaise des constitutionnalistes, 83-95. 
Paris: Economica. 

Semetko, Holli, and Julio Borquez. 1991. "Audiences for Election 
Communication: Media Use and Campaign Evaluations." In Mediated 
Politics in Two Cultures: Presidential Campaigning in the United States and 
France, ed. L.L. Kaid, J. Gerstle and R.K. Sanders. New York: Praeger. 

Telerama. 1988. 6 April, No. 1995. 

Terneyre, Philippe. 1990. "Le financement des elections et des partis: 
la loi du 15 janvier 1990." Regards sur l'actualite 159 (March): 27-41. 



2 

BROADCASTING 
AND ELECTION 

COMMUNICATION 
IN BRITAIN 

/'11%1111 

HoIII A. Semetko 

OBSERVERS OF GENERAL election campaigns in Britain generally agree 
that television has played an increasing role in the electoral process 
over the past two decades, both as a primary battleground for politicians 
and as a primary source of information for voters.1  As a source of cam-
paign information, mass media have long been more important to 
Britons than direct contact via canvassing or attendance at political ral-
lies (Blumler and McQuail 1968). Today, there is more election cover-
age on British television than in earlier times. Moreover, broadcast and 
print media are nowadays the predominant sources of election cam-
paign information for citizens in virtually all Western democracies, and 
Britain is no exception (Miller et al. 1990). 

In terms of the sheer amount of coverage given to the campaign in 
television news and the press, however, Britain is unique among Western 
democracies. A comparative study of the role of the media in recent 
British and American general election campaigns, based on content 
analysis of television and press coverage in both Britain and the U.S., 
suggests that legal and institutional rules guiding election broadcast-
ing are one important reason for the cross-national differences (Semetko 
et al. 1991). Current research on the German 1990 national election 
campaign confirms the uniqueness of Britain's campaign-information 
environment.2  

This study outlines the key characteristics of the British system, the 
traditions and regulations surrounding the role of broadcasting in British 
general election campaigns, and research findings about the content 
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and potential influence of election campaign broadcasting. The study 
addresses the question of fairness in terms of equitable treatment of 
the parties, and in conclusion discusses the effectiveness with which 
the broadcasting system meets voters' needs. A postscript discusses 
the potential implications of current changes in Britain's broadcasting 
system in response to new legislation passed at the end of 1990. 

KEY CHARACTERISTICS OF BRITISH GENERAL ELECTION CAMPAIGNS 
While certain features of British general elections have been standard 
for many years, the party system underwent changes during the 1970s 
and 1980s, and voter identification with the two main parties weak-
ened. Unlike the press, British broadcasting has traditionally been 
obliged to provide impartial coverage of campaigns. 

Standard Features of Campaigns 
Although there is no fixed date for general elections in Britain, a gen-
eral election must be held within the five-year life of the current Par-
liament. The party in power has the authority to call an election and may 
therefore choose an opportune moment. Margaret Thatcher, for exam-
ple, held a general election in June 1983 and capitalized on the posi-
tive sentiment caused by Britain's victory in the Falklands war 
(Rasmussen 1983; Norpoth 1987). The announcement of a general elec-
tion is rarely a complete surprise. There are a number of clues to help 
opposition parties' campaign managers predict the date of the election 
and begin to plan their activities in advance. General elections are tra-
ditionally held in spring or fall — the months of May, June, September 
or October. Moreover, since elections always take place on Thursdays, 
and the prime minister's international summit schedule is usually 
known months in advance, political journalists can and do speculate 
about possible dates. A number of factors influence the prime minis-
ter's decision to call an election, particularly economic performance 
and support for the government in published opinion polls, local elec-
tions and parliamentary by-elections (Kavanagh 1989). The loss of a 
vote of confidence in Parliament may also cause a general election. 

Campaign expenditure in Britain at the constituency level is very 
low in comparison with that in the U.S. The statutory limit in 1987 was 
£3 370 plus 3.8 pence per elector for candidates in county constituen-
cies and 2.9 pence per elector for candidates in borough seats. In most 
constituencies, this meant that campaign spending ranged between 
£5 000 and £6 000 (Pinto-Duschinsky 1989, 26). Conservative candi-
dates spend on average somewhat more than their Labour and 
Liberal—Social Democratic Party Alliance counterparts. According to 
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Butler and Kavanagh (1988, 201), in the 1987 general election campaign 
Conservative candidates spent on average £4 400 (a total of £2.8 million), 
compared with £3 900 (a total of £2.5 million) spent by Labour candi-
dates and £3 400 (a total of £2.15 million) spent by Alliance candidates. 

At the national level, however, the amounts spent by the central 
campaign organizations are far from equal. The ratio of Conserva-
tive : Labour : Alliance central campaign expenditure in 1987 was approx-
imately 12:6:3, compared with 12:7:6 in 1983 and 12:7:1 in 1979 
(Pinto-Duschinsky 1989, 25). In 1987, Conservative Party central cam-
paign expenditure was estimated at £9 028 000 compared with Labour's 
£4 194 000 (ibid., 19-20). 

Central campaign expenditure includes grants to constituencies, 
press and poster advertising, production costs of television and radio 
political broadcasts, internal opinion polling, publications, leaders' 
tours and meetings, and general staff and administration. Constituency 
campaign expenditure includes local leaflets and posters, local agents, 
travel for the candidate and local press advertising. However, three 
subsidies in kind mean considerable savings for candidates and parties. 
Candidates do not have to pay for postage, nor do they have to pay for 
the cost of hiring a hall for an election rally. Moreover, free broadcast 
time is made available to the political parties to air their platforms and 
promote candidates. (The allocation of party broadcast time is discussed 
in detail in a later section of this study.) 

General election campaigns are short (three and one-half to four 
weeks) and intense, with a number of predictable events. Once an elec-
tion is called, the parties rush to publish their manifestos or platforms, 
launching their campaigns. A routine campaign day in Britain has three 
standard features: morning press conferences, afternoon "walkabouts" 
and evening speeches. Three weeks before polling day, all the parties 
traditionally begin holding press conferences each morning at party 
headquarters in London. Journalists travel by special bus from one 
party press conference to the next. By 10:30 AM, the press conferences 
have ended, and the politicians begin campaigning in the constituen-
cies. During afternoon "walkabouts" leading politicians meet voters 
in constituencies, on the street or on visits to shops, hospitals, schools 
and factories, and sometimes give impromptu speeches. Finally, on 
most evenings of the campaign, the parties hold rallies where the trav-
elling party leaders and other key party spokespersons make speeches. 

While there are no televised debates among the party leaders dur-
ing a general election campaign in Britain as there are in Canada and 
the United States, there are forums in which party leaders tradition-
ally appear. Both BBC and ITV main evening news programs, for 
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example, conduct extended interviews with each of the party leaders, 
and broadcast these in the news programs during the latter part of the 
campaign. Moreover, in 1987 as in previous campaigns, Sir Robin Day 
interviewed each of the party leaders for one hour on the BBC's flag-
ship current affairs program "Panorama." Party leaders also appear as 
guests on other current affairs programs, where electors (via call-in, or 
in the studio) have an opportunity to put their questions directly. 

The institutional features and traditional practices of British cam-
paigns — relatively low campaign expenditure, important subsidies in 
kind, daily morning press conferences, afternoon walkabouts and 
evening speeches — have remained intact for the past two decades. 
Meanwhile, however, a number of significant developments in politi-
cal party campaigning have taken place. Sophisticated campaigning 
techniques have become an important component of British election-
eering over the past decade. Professional publicity managers or image 
consultants — particularly advertising agencies and opinion pollsters —
are now an important feature of British campaign management. The 
parties are learning how to use the news media to relay positive images 
in election campaigns. The effects of these developments are many, 
ranging from Mrs. Thatcher's use of the teleprompter for speeches at 
Conservative party rallies to the parties' introduction of computerized 
canvassing at the constituency level. More politicians from all parties 
use "photo-opportunities" today than ever before. Mrs.Thatcher stand-
ing before an enormous replica of the Union Jack was one of the mem-
orable "photo-ops" of 1987. Occasionally, "photo-ops" are used to make 
a point about party policy, as in 1987 when Labour leader Neil Kinnock 
spoke about the environment while standing amid the green, rolling 
Welsh hills. While the parties have been developing increasingly sophis-
ticated approaches to campaigning, the British party system and broad-
casting system have also been undergoing change. 

The Changing Party Landscape and Voter "Dealignment" 
For much of the post-war era, Britain has been described as having in 
effect a two-party system. The Conservative and Labour parties com-
peted against one another for the absolute majority of seats in Parliament; 
one party would almost always succeed in winning a majority of seats 
and govern alone, and voters and party leaders could reasonably expect 
that power would continue to alternate between the two parties. At 
election time, voter turnout was high, and voters' party loyalties were 
strong, with most of the vote divided evenly between the Labour and 
Conservative parties. In the 1966 general election, for example, the 
Conservative and Labour parties captured over 90 percent of the vote. 
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In this era, votes were cast primarily along class lines, the left-right 
division between the two main parties was reflected in a similar divi-
sion between their supporters on most matters of policy, differences in 
party support in the regions were limited, and movements of the vote 
were nationally uniform. 

By the 1970s, however, this situation had begun to change. The 
increased support for nationalist parties led some to argue that Britain 
had at least a "two and a half" if not a multi-party system (Drucker 
1979). The strong relationship between class and voting was called into 
question (Miller 1978; Franklin 1985; Crewe 1983; Sarlvik and Crewe 
1983; Heath et al. 1985; Himmelweit et al. 1981; Rose and McAllister 
1986). Sarlvik and Crewe (1983) describe the period since the early 1970s 
as a "decade of dealignment." This period has been characterized by: 
decreasing voter support for the Conservative and Labour parties; an 
increase in support for the Liberals at certain general elections and for 
the nationalist parties in their regions; a lesser association between social 
class and voting preferences; increasing electoral volatility; a greater 
tendency toward abstention; more pronounced regional differences in 
party support; and, geographically diverse movements of the vote. 

Over the course of the 1980s, Britain's party system expanded and 
then contracted. In 1981, after a period of intense internal conflict in 
the Labour Party, the Social Democratic Party (SDP) was established 
with the aim of "breaking the mould" of the party system, and within 
three months entered into an electoral alliance with the Liberal Party. 
At one time in its first year, the SDP alone captured more than 35 per-
cent in public opinion polls, and in late 1981, the Alliance parties together 
captured an unprecedented level of about 50 percent in the polls. At 
this time, political observers spoke of a "three-party system" (Denver 
1983). In the 1983 general election, the Liberal—SDP Alliance came close 
to taking second place from Labour, but by the 1987 general election, 
Labour had regained support at the expense of the Alliance. 

Britain's single-member, simple-plurality electoral system, how-
ever, remains a formidable obstacle to the development of minor par-
ties and particularly to parties like the Liberals and the SDP, whose 
popular support is not concentrated geographically but rather dis-
tributed fairly evenly across the country. The effect of the system is a 
disproportionate relation between the number of votes won by a party 
and the number of seats the party captures in Parliament. The impor-
tance of the electoral system in hindering the SDP's prospect of "break-
ing the mould" of British politics cannot be minimized. 

The SDP and the Liberals, whose support was and is spread fairly 
evenly across the country and among classes, were persistently 
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penalized in recent elections by the "first-past-the-post" system. In the 
February 1974 general election, for example, the Liberals captured 19.3 
percent of the vote but won only 14 seats, or 2.2 percent of the seats. In 
October 1974, the vote was 18.3 percent for the Liberals, which trans-
lated into 13 seats. The general election of 1979 saw a smaller share of 
the vote for the Liberals - 13.8 percent - but a similar effect: the Liberals 
won 11 seats. In 1983, the Liberal-SDP Alliance won 25.4 percent of the 
vote and Labour won 27.6 percent; this translated into 23 seats for the 
Alliance and 209 for Labour, far from enough to present a challenge to 
the Conservatives, who won 397 seats with only 42.4 percent of the 
vote. In 1987, with 22.6 percent of the vote compared with Labour's 
30.8 percent, the Alliance held only 22 seats while Labour held 229. The 
Conservatives held 376 seats with 42.3 percent of the vote. 

Since the 1987 general election, there have been a number of changes 
at the centre of British politics. In 1988, the majority of the SDP voted to 
merge with the Liberal party and formed the Social and Liberal 
Democratic Party (SLD). The SLD was sometimes dubbed the "SaLaD" 
party by journalists who joked that "green, leafy and wet" aptly 
described its centre-left politics. At the same time, a minority of the SDP 

also decided to continue as a centre-right party, under the leadership 
of Dr. David Owen. Support for the centre parties dropped to single 
digits as the two fought one another in by-elections. By 1990, the SLD 

had changed its name to the Liberal Democrats, and in that year, Dr. 
David Owen, leader of the SDP, reluctantly announced that the SDP 

would no longer exist as a national political party. In early 1991, sup-
port for the Liberal Democrats began to increase, and the party cap-
tured a parliamentary seat from the Conservatives in a by-election in 
Lancashire. Britain now appears to be the two and one-half party sys-
tem it was in the 1970s with two major parties, a Liberal centrist half 
and support for nationalist parties in the Celtic regions. 

Although the party system appears to have returned to its previ-
ous state, voters have not returned to the old parties. The weakening 
of party identification with the two main parties in the post-war era 
corresponded with an increase in vote switching between one general 
election and the next, and in by-elections. Fluctuations in opinion polls 
have also become greater. The entrance of the SDP into the political 
arena in 1981 fuelled this further. Between the May 1979 and June 1983 
general elections, for example, each of the main parties - the 
Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal-SDP Alliance - was ahead by 20 
percent in the opinion polls. 

In the more fluid electoral circumstances outlined above, commu-
nication factors in the period leading up to and during a general 
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election campaign may have a potentially greater influence on voter 
preferences than credited in the past (cf. Blumler and Gurevitch 1982; 
Dunleavy and Husbands 1985; Whiteley 1986; Norpoth forthcoming). 
To put it simply: "One possibility is that the emergence of television as 
the main mass medium of politics has made the short campaign period 
— and the issues, people and events it brings into prominence — a more 
powerful determinant of the vote" (Crewe 1983, 190). 

Britain's Broadcasting System 
The most significant division within Britain's political communication 
system is between the partisan press and impartial broadcasting. The 
British press is strongly partisan, although this is more evident in 
tabloids — such as the Sun and the Daily Mirror — than in the broad-
sheets or "quality" newspapers — such as the Independent, the Times, the 
Financial Times, the Daily Telegraph and the Guardian (cf. Seymour-Ure 
1974). In the 1983 general election, of Britain's 17 national newspapers, 
only two (the Daily Mirror and its Sunday equivalent the Sunday Mirror) 
firmly endorsed Labour, and even the Daily Mirror expressed concern 
about some aspects of Labour's manifesto; no national newspaper 
endorsed the Alliance as its first preference (Harrop 1984, 175). The 
Conservatives continued to hold the majority of editorial endorsements 
in the national press in the 1987 general election, despite the launch of 
the Independent and Today in 1986 (Harrop 1988, 163). 

British broadcasting, however, is obliged to remain impartial in 
its coverage of politics. The broadcasting authorities also make free 
time available to political parties to air their advertisements. The 
Committee on Party Political Broadcasting (CPPB), which determines 
the allocation of party broadcast time, is another important feature of 
the system. (The workings of this Committee are described in a sub-
sequent section.) 

British broadcasting is based on a public service model, with a duty 
to "inform, educate and entertain." Two committees of inquiry into the 
role of broadcasting — Sykes (United Kingdom, Parliament 1923) and 
Crawford (United Kingdom, Parliament 1926) — laid the foundations for 
public service broadcasting in Britain. The British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC) was created by royal charter, and the Ullswater com-
mittee (United Kingdom, Parliament 1934) set out the formal inde-
pendence of the BBC from the government in the daily management of 
its affairs, but the BBC's special relationship with and obligations to 
Parliament have presented difficult problems for the corporation over 
the years. (See, for example, May and Rowan 1982; Burns 1977; Briggs 
1979; Schlesinger 1974; Tracey 1978.) 
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The BBC is financed by a licence fee paid annually by all television 
owners while the Independent Broadcasting Authority (IBA) oversees 
the 15 Independent Television (rrv) companies which are financed solely 
by advertising. Increases in the licence fee must be approved by 
Parliament. The IBA, created in the mid-1950s, is confronted with some 
of the same problems with Parliament in fulfilling the statutory obli-
gations set out in the Acts of 1964 and 1973. The BBC is required to 
broadcast a daily impartial account of the proceedings of Parliament, 
and both organizations are obligated to be impartial in the reporting of 
political affairs, although the IBA's obligation to impartiality is set out 
in statute, while the BBC's is self-imposed (cf. United Kingdom, 
Parliament 1977). 

Broadcasting in Britain is relatively centralized, although the launch 
of Independent Television (rrv) in the 1950s created key centres of pro-
duction outside London, particularly in Lancashire and the Midlands, 
and later in Yorkshire. During the late 1960s and mid-1970s, BBC radio 
and Independent Local Radio (IL.R) together operated 40 local radio sta-
tions. By 1985, the total had increased to 79 (48 ILR stations and 31 BBC 

stations), covering close to 90 percent of the country. Although rry is a 
federation of 15 regional television companies, and the BBC has regional 
production centres and newsrooms, there are no equivalents to the 
American locally owned television network affiliates. Most of the tele-
vision programming is networked across the country, and all main 
news programs on the four channels are networked, with a local bul-
letin sometimes coming afterwards. 

In 1990, Britain had four primary television channels — BBC1, the 
main BBC channel, and BBC2; ITV, the Independent Television channel 
now called Channel 3; and Channel 4, another independent channel. The 
latter channel came on the air in 1982, and although the majority of its 
programs are taken from independent producers and foreign sources, 
it shares ITN news services with ITV. BBC1 and ITV's Channel 3 attract 
the largest audiences and carry the country's flagship news and current 
affairs programs. 

Over the course of the 1980s, the Thatcher government applied its 
philosophy of free market competition to the domain of broadcasting. 
New media such as cable and satellite broadcasting were introduced, 
but these did not gain a significant foothold in the market (Dutton et 
al. 1987). Although satellite dish sales are now increasing, with 1.5 mil-
lion households equipped in 1991, the vast majority of Britons continue 
to receive only four television channels. The number of channels is 
likely to increase, however, once economic conditions improve. The 
long-term implications of the Broadcasting Act, passed in December 
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1990, for British broadcasting and election campaign broadcasting are 
not entirely clear. The possible consequences for campaign broadcast-
ing are discussed in a postscript at the end of this study. 

POLITICAL BROADCASTING OBLIGATIONS AND REGULATION 
British broadcasting is obligated to be impartial in its coverage of pol-
itics. The following describes the obligations of public service broad-
casting and how they are put in practice by the BBC (public service) and 
the Independent Television (commercial) channels to provide the par-
ties with air time for communication of issues and policies, allocated 
according to an agreed-upon formula and within legislated restrictions. 
Mechanisms for expressing complaints about access and coverage exist 
and have been exercised. Televised coverage of the House of Commons 
has focused on the two major parties, causing the smaller parties seri-
ous concern. 

Broadcasters' Obligations: Access, Balance and Impartiality 
Political broadcasting in Britain is covered by the obligations of public 
service broadcasting. It is subject not only to the guidelines set out in 
various statutory Acts and the BBC's aides-memoires, but also to evolv-
ing interpretations of those guidelines in cases that have been brought 
before the courts, as well as the traditional arrangements between the 
broadcasting authorities and the political parties for the allocation of 
broadcast time. Since neither the BBC nor the IBA makes broadcast adver-
tising time available for purchase by the political parties, it is important 
that the way in which decisions are made about the allocation of free 
broadcasting time to the parties be fair. This is particularly important 
because the broadcasters use the ratio of party election broadcast time 
as a guide in the news coverage of the parties during election cam-
paigns. In 1987, for example, the party election broadcast ratio was 5:5:5 
(Conservatives: Labour: Liberal—SDP Alliance), and this translated into 
equal time in news coverage for each of the parties. 

The BBC's political broadcasting obligations were set out in 1947 
and 1969 in aides-memoires, the main details of which were agreed on 
by the Conservative and Labour parties and the BBC. The 1947 document 
was modified in 1948 to include the "14-day rule," which prohibited the 
BBC from broadcasting any news or discussions of any issue coming 
before Parliament for debate within a fortnight's time. The 14-day rule 
was suspended indefinitely in 1957. The guiding principles pertaining 
to political broadcasts were set out formally for the first time in the 
1947 document, and except for the guidelines pertaining to ministerial 
broadcasts these were still the same 40 years later. There are two 
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significant aspects to the 1947 document that concern how broadcast-
ers should respond to changes in the party system, for example the cre-
ation of a new political party or changes in support for an established 
party. First, the BBC actually considered the possibility of individuals 
breaking away from the established political parties. Section 6 (ii) of 
the 1947 aide-memoire states that the "BBC reserve the right, after con-
sultation with the party leaders, to invite to the microphone a member 
of either House of outstanding national eminence who may have become 
detached from any party" Second, the aide-memoire enjoins the BBC 

to make the final decision over matters relating to political broadcast-
ing in those circumstances in which agreement cannot be reached among 
the parties. 

Political broadcasts, in which the parties have free, direct and 
unmediated access to the airwaves, were described in the 1947 aide-
memoire as being of three types: ministerial broadcasts by the gov-
ernment of the day for which a right of reply could be given to the 
Opposition, subject to the agreement of the government or the per-
mission of the BBC; "party political broadcasts" aired during the year 
in noncampaign periods; and "party election broadcasts" aired dur-
ing general election campaigns. The 1947 aide-memoire put the BBC in 
a difficult position if the government of the day refused to agree to the 
Opposition's request for a reply to a ministerial broadcast the Opposition 
believed was of a controversial nature. On such occasions it was left to 
the BBC to decide whether to permit the Opposition a right of reply. 

The 1969 aide-memoire was concerned solely with ministerial 
broadcasts, and sought to relieve the BBC of difficult decisions about 
whether to offer a right of reply to the Opposition. The document 
divided ministerial broadcasts into two types. The first would seek to 
explain legislation or encourage the public's awareness and coopera-
tion on a matter over which there is a broad consensus of political opin-
ion; for such broadcasts there would be no right of reply. The second 
type was controversial ministerial broadcasts for which a right of reply 
would be given to a leading member of the Opposition, after which a 
third stage would bring together, in the forum of a round-table dis-
cussion, representatives of the government party, the Opposition par-
ties, a Liberal and a member of any other party with comparable electoral 
support. Prime Minister Harold Wilson's broadcast on the withdrawal 
of the government's legislation on trade unions, aired on 19 June 1969, 
was the first occasion on which the BBC used this new three-stage 
formula. The reply from Edward Heath, Leader of the Opposition, was 
broadcast on the following night, and the three-way discussion 
was held on 23 June. 
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The Independent Television Authority (ITA), which became the 
Independent Broadcasting Authority (IBA) in 1973, did not carry polit-
ical broadcasts and had not taken part in the discussions surrounding 
the 1947 and 1969 aides-memoires. rry was free to broadcast only those 
ministerials it deemed important. Of the 12 ministerial broadcasts with 
Opposition replies carried on the BBC in the first 10 years of rrv's exis-
tence (1955-65), rry carried only three, and these were over the 1956 
invasion of Suez, the 1957 Commonwealth Prime Ministers' Conference 
and Rhodesia. In 1970, the rrA committed rry to taking all future min-
isterial broadcasts of a controversial nature (the second type), although 
it would not necessarily transmit them simultaneously with the BBC. 

ITV incorporated a similar version of the stage-three discussion, often 
using the same party spokespersons as the BBC. 

The 1969 aide-memoire was significant for two reasons. First, it 
signalled a new style of party access to television. More than one prime 
minister in the 1970s used a ministerial broadcast to launch a general 
election campaign, despite the BBC's view that campaigns should be 
launched by "party election broadcasts." Second, it formalized the 
Liberal (or third-party) response to ministerials, in the form of a "stage-
three" round-table discussion with representatives of the two "major" 
parties. The Liberals had not been involved in the discussions with the 
BBC in the drafting of the 1969 aide-memoire, and were concerned about 
appearing to be dominated by the two "major" parties in the round-table 
discussion. At the same time, the Conservative and Labour parties were 
concerned that the stage-three round table appeared to give the Liberals 
the final word on the subject. Despite objections from the parties, and 
from ITV which from 1972 mounted its own program with party 
spokespersons, agreement was not reached to drop the stage-three 
arrangements, and they remained in use. The round-table forum for 
dealing with the third-party response to ministerial broadcasts was 
potentially open to change when the SDP came into existence in 1981 and 
subsequently joined forces with the Liberals in an electoral alliance. 

Party Political and Party Election Broadcasts 
The political parties first accepted the BBC's offer of free television time 
and broadcast facilities to produce party political broadcasts (PPBs) and 
party election broadcasts (PEBs) in 1953. The content of these broad-
casts is determined by the parties alone, and the broadcasts are not 
under the editorial control of the broadcasters. Prior to 1959, PEBs were 
the only form of televised general election communication since, as a 
matter of broadcasters' policy, television news did not cover election 
campaigns. The broadcasting authorities decided to cover the general 
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election campaign in news bulletins for the first time in 1959, and have 
done so since then. The parties have continued to accept the offer of 
free broadcast time, although they have come to place more impor-
tance on the other free outlet, television news. 

The allocation of party broadcast time has been the result of con-
sensual agreement between the political parties and the broadcasting 
authorities. The understanding has been that the latter would make 
broadcast time available free of charge, and the parties would agree on 
how to allocate that time. Since free political party access to broadcast 
time was not required by law, the broadcasting authorities could in the-
ory refuse to grant such privileged access at any time. Since PPBs and 
PEBs have become an enshrined tradition in British politics, however, 
any attempt to stop their free transmission would probably be resisted 
strongly by the political parties and perhaps also by the broadcasters, 
some of whom believe that there is a strong case for direct, unmedi-
ated access for politicians during election campaigns. 

Over the years, an ad hoc committee evolved to facilitate the share-
out of PPB and PEB time. The Committee on Party Political Broadcasting 
(CPPB) is made up of BBC and IBA representatives and the leaders of the 
parties represented in Parliament. It decides upon the parties' ratio of 
PPBs and PEBs, and has traditionally reached decisions on this ratio by 
consensus, with the aid of guidelines that take account of the vote for 
the parties in the previous general election. 

The CPPB originated after 1945 as an ad hoc arrangement between 
the BBC and the Labour and Conservative parties. riv came on the air 
in 1955 and joined the CPPB shortly thereafter. It was not until the 1960s 
that the Liberals were admitted to the Committee and the 1970s that 
the Scottish Nationalist Party (SNP) and Plaid Cymru, the Welsh nation-
alist party, became members. (Arrangements for the allocation of party 
broadcasting in Northern Ireland are handled by the broadcasting 
authorities there.) The Committee is chaired by the Lord President of 
the Council or by the government Chief Whip if the Lord President is 
absent. The secretary to the CPPB traditionally has been the secretary 
to the Chief Whip's office. The CPPB convenes when all members are 
agreed that a meeting is necessary. In the past, the CPPB met at least 
once annually to consider PPBs and once again shortly before a general 
election campaign to agree on the allocation of PEBs. The CPPB last met 
after the 1983 general election, and since then has conducted its busi-
ness without meeting. 

The CPPB is a prime example of "institutional continuity" in the 
relationship between the broadcasting authorities and the politicians 
(Smith 1979). The 1947 aide-memoire states in reference to ministerial 
broadcasts "where, however, the Opposition think that a Government 
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broadcast is controversial it will be open to them to take the matter up 
through the usual channels with a view to a reply" [emphasis added]. 
The CPPB is one of the "usual channels" through which the parties 
express their concerns to the broadcasting authorities. The Committee, 
which meets under the ground rules of consensual agreement and con-
fidentiality, has been described as "the club" by some of its members. 
The broadcasting authorities view it as a working mechanism by which 
direct political access to television and radio can be achieved without 
compromising the broadcasters' own editorial independence. 

The basis for allocating PPB time has changed over the past 40 years. 
From 1945 until the early 1960s, the percentage of votes polled in the 
previous general election served as the basis for the allocation of PPBs 

aired in noncampaign periods between general elections. The results of 
the 1945 election meant that Labour was allocated six PPBs on the basis 
of nearly 12 million votes, the Conservatives were allocated five PPBs 

for 10 million votes, and the Liberals received one PPB for 2.5 million 
votes. At that time, PPBs were broadcast only on radio and ranged from 
15 to 25 minutes each. The Liberals complained about this allocation but 
had to do so from outside the CPPB. Until 1960, when the Liberals became 
formal members of the CPPB, they attended only the pre-
general election meetings to discuss the allocation of PEBs. 

The acceptance of the Liberals into the CPPB opened the way for 
greater discussion about different proposals for allocating broadcast 
time. In 1962, for example, after the Liberals' victory in the Orpington 
by-election, the party proposed that by-election results be considered 
in the allocation formula. The Liberal leader, Jo Grimond, proposed that 
one-third of the PPB allocation be based on the general election results 
and two-thirds on the basis of subsequent by-elections. The change to 
which the Labour and Conservative parties eventually agreed went only 
part of the way toward satisfying Grimond: it was agreed that after two 
years of a parliament, two-thirds of the PPB allocation would be based 
on the general election and one-third on subsequent by-elections. In 
1963, when this change became effective, the Liberals' PPB allocation 
was raised from one broadcast of 15 minutes to one of 25, and all par-
ties were given the option of dividing one 25-minute PPB into two (one 
of 10 and one of 15 minutes). The Conservative and Labour parties were 
each granted four PPBs (one of 25 minutes, one of 20 minutes and two 
of 15 minutes). With the launching of BBC2 in 1964, PPBs were broadcast 
simultaneously on all three existing channels (BBC', BBC2 and ITV), and 
simultaneous transmission of PPBS continued until 1980. 

The two nationalist parties, the SNP and Plaid Cymru, had greater 
difficulty than the Liberals in gaining admittance to the Committee. 
The report of the Pilkington Committee on broadcasting (United 
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Kingdom, Parliament 1962) urged the broadcasting authorities to per-
mit these two parties to transmit PPBs in their regions. In 1965, before 
either nationalist party had won a seat in Parliament, each was granted 
one five-minute PPB on TV and radio in its own region. In the February 
1974 general election, the nationalist parties and the Liberals entered 
Parliament in force, together taking nearly 22 percent of the popular 
vote. The Liberals won 14 seats, the SNP seven and Plaid Cymru won 
two. In the subsequent October 1974 general election, the Liberals lost 
one seat, but the SNP gained four, bringing its MPs to 11, and the Welsh 
nationalists gained one seat to number three tvws. The SNP became a 
member of the CPPB in May 1974 after its significant gains in the February 
election, and until Plaid Cymru joined in April 1975, the SNP repre-
sented the views of both the nationalist parties. 

In 1974, the CPPB agreed to a different basis of allocation of PPB time 
that continues to apply today: 10 minutes of broadcast time are granted 
for every two million votes cast in the previous general election, sub-
ject to the provision that the government and the official Opposition 
have an equal number of broadcasts. Somewhat different arrangements 
apply to the nationalist parties; the SNP is allocated 10 minutes in 
Scotland for every 200 000 votes it receives, and Plaid Cymru is granted 
10 minutes in Wales for every 100 000 votes it receives. 

The ratio and the criteria for allocating party broadcast (PEB) time 
in general election campaigns have been rather more static. For the par-
ties not represented in Parliament, there has been a long-standing prac-
tice of giving a five-minute PEB if they contest 50 or more seats. For the 
parties in Parliament, the principal measure for allocating PEB time has 
been the proportion of the votes cast in the previous general election, 
but the parties' performance in by-elections and local elections is also 
relevant. From the 1964 to the 1979 general elections, the allocation of 
PEBs for the three main parties was 5:5:3 (Conservative: Labour: Liberal), 
as shown in table 2.1; the sole exception was the October 1974 general 
election when the Liberals were allocated four broadcasts on the basis 
of their strong performance in the February 1974 general election. The 
1983 campaign was the first for which the broadcasters decided on the 
PEB ratio because the main parties could not reach a consensus. The PEB 

ratio changed again in 1983 to 5:5:4 (with 4 for the Alliance), and became 
5:5:5 in 1987. The distribution of PEB time among the various political 
parties was similar for television and radio, as shown in table 2.2. 

The parties are not permitted to break up the five 10-minute seg-
ments into more but shorter segments. They may choose to air a shorter 
broadcast, say 5 or 7 minutes instead of 10, but there is a maximum of 
five broadcasts. Therefore, there is no British equivalent of the 
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30-second Tv spot so often seen in the United States.3  Like U.S. political 
ads, however, PEBs sometimes do contain negative content and there are 
no regulations or controls over content. Nevertheless, the 10-minute 
length often means that some part of the broadcast is devoted to dis-
cussion of party policy, and many PEBs end with "talking heads" of politi-
cians explaining party policy. At least one of the five Conservative and 
Labour PEBs is usually devoted to developing the party leader's image. 

Table 2.1 
Allocation of party television broadcast time in Britain,1959-87 
(minutes) 

Year 

Party political (non-election) broadcasts Party (general) election broadcasts 

Conservative Labour LiberaVSDP Conservative Labour LiberaVSDP 

1959 N/A N/A N/A 95 95 25 

1961a 80 80 15 

1962a 80 80 15 

1963a 75 75 25 

1964a 75 75 25 

1964b  40 40 15 75 75 45 

1965 60 60 20 

1966 60 60 20 75 75 45 

1967 60 60 20 

1968 60 60 20 

1969 60 60 20 

1970 60 60 20 50 50 30 

1971 60 60 20 

1972 60 60 20 

1973 60 60 20 

1974c 60 60 30 (Feb.) 50 50 30 

(Oct.) 50 50 40 

1975 60 60 30 

1976 60 60 30 

1977 60 60 30 

1978 60 60 30 
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Table 2.1 (cont'd) 
(minutes) 

Party political (non•election) broadcasts Party (general) election broadcasts 

Year 	Conservative 	Labour LiberaVSDP Conservative Labour Liberal/SDP 

1979 	60 60 30 50 50 30 

1980 	60 60 20 

1981 	60 60 20 

1982 	60 60 20 

1983 	60 60 20 

(Liberal—SDP Alliance) 10 50 50 40d 

1987 	60 60 30 50 50 50d 

Source: Semetko (1987, 166). 

From July the preceding year to June in the current year. 
bFrom July to December. 
'The Scottish and Welsh nationalists were allocated PEBs in their regions for the first time. 
dAllocated to the Liberal-SDPAlliance, not to the separate parties. The Alliance was also allocated 
an extra PPB for 1983, which was broadcast on 26 April and was produced solely by the SDP. 

N/A = not applicable. 

In 1987, for example, the Conservatives reduced one 10-minute broad-
cast to five minutes about Margaret Thatcher as a world stateswoman. 
Labour's first PEB was used to portray Neil Kinnock, the new leader, as 
a strong family man who is admired, trusted and respected by his polit-
ical colleagues. The seven-minute Kinnock PEB was so popular that 
Labour decided to broadcast it again, as the fourth of its five PEBS. 

A BBC document published in 1987 refers to the allocation of PEB 

time, and notes that "the allocation of time between the parties is decided 
by the Committee on Party Political Broadcasting. If the Committee 
fails to reach an agreement (as happened in 1983) the broadcasters 
impose a decision. There is no precise mathematical formula for the 
allocation of time for Party Election Broadcasts. Clearly it would be 
unfair only to take into account votes cast at the last General Election 
if substantial political changes have since taken place" (BBC 1987, 30). 
By not specifying a precise formula for the allocation of PEB time, the 
broadcasting authorities remain flexible, and have the option of taking 
new political developments into account. 

As noted above, the PEB ratio is of particular importance in election 
campaigns since, by tradition, broadcasters rely on it as a guideline for 
maintaining balance in election news. According to the BBC (1987, 31), 



41 
BRITISH ELECTION BROADCASTING 

Table 2.2 
Breakdown of party election broadcast allocations on television and radio, 1950-87 

Television Radio 

No. Minutes No. Minutes 

1950 and 1951 
Conservative — — 5 2 of 30, 3 of 20 
Labour — — 5 2 of 30, 3 of 20 
Liberal — — 3 1 of 20, 2 of 10 

1955 
Conservative 3 1 of 30, 2 of 15 4 4 of 20 
Labour 3 1 of 30, 2 of 15 4 4 of 20 
Liberal 1 1 of 15 1 1 of 20 

1959 
Conservative 5 4 of 20,1 of 15 8 4of 15,4 of 5 
Labour 5 4 of 20, 1 of 15 8 4 of 15, 4 of 5 
Liberal 2 1 of 15, 1 of 10 2 1of 15,1 of 5 

1964 
Conservative 5 5 of 15 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Labour 5 5 of 15 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Liberal 3 3 of 15 4 2 of 10,2 of 5 

1966 
Conservative 5 2 of 15, 3 of 10 7 4 of 10,3 of 5 
Labour 5 2 of 15, 3 of 10 7 4 of 10,3 of 5 
Liberal 3 1 of 15,2 of 10 4 2 of 10,2 of 5 
SNPa 1 1 of 5 1 1 of 5 
Plaid Cymrub 1 1 of 5 1 1 of 5 

1970 
Conservative 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Labour 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Liberal 3 3 of 10 4 2 of 10, 2 of 5 
SNP 1 1 of 5 1 1 of 5 
Plaid Cymru 1 1 of 5 1 1 of 5 

1974 (Feb.) 
Conservative 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Labour 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10,3 of 5 
Liberal 3 3 of 10 4 2 of 10,2 of 5 
SNP 1 1 of 10 1 1 of 10 
Plaid Cymru 1 1 of 10 1 1 of 10 

1974 (Oct.) 
Conservative 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Labour 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Liberal 4 4 of 10 5 3 of 10,2 of 5 
SNP 2 2 of 10 2 2 of 10 
Plaid Cymru 1 1 of 10 1 1 of 10 
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Television Radio 

No. Minutes No. Minutes 

1979 
Conservative 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Labour 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Liberal 3 3 of 10 5 3 of 10,2 of 5 
SNP 3 3 of 10 3 3 of 5 
Plaid Cymru 1 1 of 10 1 1 of 5 

1983 
Conservative 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Labour 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Liberal-SDP Alliance 	4 4 of 10 6 4 of 10, 2 of 5 
SNP 2 2 of 10 2 2 of 5 
Plaid Cymru 1 1 of 10 1 1 of 5 

1987 
Conservative 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
Labour 5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10,3 of 5 
Liberal-SDP Alliance 	5 5 of 10 7 4 of 10, 3 of 5 
SNP 2 2 of 10 2 2 of 5 
Plaid Cymru 1 1 of 10 1 1 of 5 

Source: Semetko (1987, 168-69). 

a Scottish Nationalist Party (SNP) PEBs were broadcast in Scotland only. 
bPlaid Cymru's PEBs were broadcast in Wales only. 

"during an election campaign, the BBC accepts an obligation to achieve 
balance over the period of the campaign in the use of recorded actual-
ity of political speeches and in film, videotape, and studio contributions 
from politicians. The basis for balance between the major parties is [the] 
formula derived from allocation of PEBs." 

By using the PEB ratio as a guideline for maintaining balance among 
the main parties in election news and current affairs programs, broad-
casting presents "a wider perspective on the election for the voters" 
than the press (Harrop 1984, 186). The PEB ratio of 5:5:4 (Conservative: 
Labour: Alliance) in 1983 was also evident in BBC and riv news broad-
casting, in terms of news time devoted to each of the parties, whereas 
the ratio of party coverage in the printed press was only 5:5:2 (ibid.). 
Press coverage in an election campaign is determined largely by jour-
nalists' news values, unlike broadcasting, which is guided by the PEB 

ratio. This suggests that the Alliance received more time on TV news 
and current affairs programs than it would have done if news values 
alone determined coverage. In comparison with the press, then, British 
broadcasting presents a broader picture of the political spectrum dur-
ing an election. 
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Political parties have thus come to place a great deal of importance 
on the amount of time allocated for PEBs, more because of their influ-
ence on the allocation of news and current affairs time than because of 
their potential to persuade. There is some evidence, however, that a 
third party — notably the Liberals, and more recently the Liberal—SDP 
Alliance — benefits disproportionately from its PEBs. A study of the 1964 
campaign, for example, suggests that Liberal support had been strength-
ened by exposure to Liberal PEBs (Blumler and McQuail 1968). 
Liberal—SDP Alliance PEBs had a similar effect on their viewers in 1983 
(McAllister 1985). A BBC/Gallup survey taken on the eve of the election 
in June 1983 found that those who claimed to have been influenced by 
any Pas were more likely to vote Alliance (45 percent) than Conservative 
(35 percent) or Labour (20 percent) (Crewe 1986). Another study of 
viewers' responses to PPBs found that those who watched more PPBs 
learned more about politics; Wober and Svennevig (1981,1) concluded 
that PPBs, "for all their evident defects [of low popularity] ... have some 
positive function in the process of political communication." 

The Representation of the People Act 1983: Section 93 
The Representation of the People Act 1983 (RPA) governs some aspects of 
political broadcasting during election campaigns. In particular, the 
Act deals with the "taking part" of candidates in programs during the 
election campaign. From the start of the "pending period" until the 
close of nominations, candidates may not take part in broadcasts about 
their constituency or electoral area.4  During the campaign itself, after 
nominations have closed, broadcasts about a particular constituency 
or electoral area should not take place without the consent of the can-
didates. According to the BBC (1987, 32), "'taking part' has been legally 
defined as 'active and conscious participation' by a candidate. It does 
not therefore include such coverage as film of a candidate conducting 
ordinary electoral activity." In addition, the BBC has its own editorial 
requirements that restrict election broadcasting. Although this is not 
required by law, the BBC expects editors to maintain political balance, 
as measured by a count of the party affiliations of guests, within their 
respective programs over a period of time. Outside of election cam-
paigns, a refusal by a member of Parliament to participate in a pro-
gram is not reason enough to deny another party the chance to 
participate. During election campaigns, however, current affairs pro-
grams are expected to offer all main party candidates in a constituency 
a chance to take part, and the refusal of one candidate to participate 
could jeopardize the airing of a program. On polling day itself, all 
broadcast news coverage avoids any reference to the issues of the cam-
paign until the polls have closed. 
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There are no restrictions, however, on the amount of opinion poll 
coverage aired during the election campaign; coverage in the press and 
on television is substantial. Polls have been a regular feature of cam-
paigns since 1959, but coverage of polls during campaigns is becoming 
more evident. In 1983, for example, polling approached the point of 
"saturation," with 49 national polls published or broadcast between 
the announcement of the election (9 May) and polling day (9 June), an 
average of three every two days (Crewe 1986, 234). In 1987, polling in 
the marginal constituencies became very important in the news because 
of the issue of tactical voting (Norris 1989). Although the increased 
number of polls in general election campaigns has caused some to ques-
tion their value and potential impact on the vote, there is no expecta-
tion of any ban on reporting polls in future elections. 

Complaining to the Broadcasters 
During general election campaigns, the political parties maintain a keen 
watch over news and current affairs coverage, and they frequently com-
plain to the broadcasters about perceived bias in the news. Complaining 
has become a tactic by which the parties attempt to influence election 
news. Complaints may be made in writing, for example, to the BBC's 
Board of Governors or its Director General or officials at the IBA, or 
more informally, through conversations and contacts on a routine basis. 
The BBC has a high-level official who deals with the parties' complaints 
about political broadcasting on the BBC. In addition to making com-
plaints about unfair coverage, a party may also organize viewers to 
call in and complain about political bias in a program or news item. 
This tactic is more common during a general election campaign. 

Political parties and other groups may also complain about cover-
age through the mechanism of the Broadcasting Complaints Commission 
(BCC). A case brought by the SDP in 1984 illustrates, however, that the 
Commission is not a particularly useful avenue for redress concerning 
allegations of systematic bias.5  

In June 1984, on the basis of the SDP's monitoring of main evening 
news on BBC and rry between February and April, the SDP submitted a 
complaint to the BCC about a lack of political balance in television news 
coverage. In his letter to Baroness Pike, Chair of the BCC, Dr. David 
Owen, leader of the SDP, cited the 1983 general election result and the 
breakdowns of support for the parties in the subsequent six by-elections 
as pointing to an increase in support from what the Liberals on their 
own had achieved in the post-war period. He wrote: "It is our con-
tention that this change in voting patterns has not been matched by 
an equivalent change in the way British politics is reported and dis- 
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cussed by the BBC and the IBA." Dr. Owen indicated his party's accep-
tance that the activities of the government of the day should receive 
more prominence than the comments of the opposition parties, and 
that if one opposition party had acted specifically then that activity 
should receive more prominence than government or other party state-
ments about it; in dealing with comment from party spokespersons, 
however, the Liberal—sDP Alliance expected to be treated fairly and in 
a non-discriminatory way. Dr. Owen suggested that a balance need 
not occur in each program, but that "over a sustained period of time 
there must be fairness and manifest impartiality." 

Dr. Owen made three specific complaints. First, he noted that over 
the 10-week period studied, the amount of time given to the Labour 
Party was "out of all proportion to what can be justified as being fair and 
impartial." In the Alliance's view, the status of Labour as the Official 
Opposition in Parliament did not justify such an imbalance. Second, the 
imbalance was particularly marked in certain news items in which "only 
the Labour Party opposition is asked to comment on Government deci-
sions or policy to the exclusion of the SDP—Liberal Alliance." A third 
complaint concerned the broadcasting authorities' reluctance to accept 
anyone other than the SDP or the Liberal leader to express the viewpoint 
of the Alliance in news and current affairs programs. Dr. Owen com-
mented that the term "shadow minister," which was often used to refer 
to Labour Party spokespersons, had no constitutional authority and 
reinforced the impression that Labour was the only alternative gov-
ernment. He also alleged inconsistent treatment by broadcasters of the 
Alliance in current affairs programs. He praised "Question Time" as 
the only program in which there appeared to be a genuine attempt to 
achieve a balanced representation of views, in contrast to "Panorama," 
"Tv-Eye," "Newsnight" and Radio 4's "The Today Programme." 

Dr. Owen cited the main evening news coverage of the Commons 
on 19 June 1984 as a particularly marked example of imbalance, since 
it made no mention of his or David Steel's statements in the House on 
a day of severe disorder in picket lines set up by striking miners. The 
Alliance, Dr. Owen argued, was advocating a distinct policy position 
on the issue of secondary picketing in calling for the use of civil law 
but this received very little coverage in television news that day. He 
also alleged that a current affairs program refused to accept an Alliance 
spokesperson other than himself to appear with the Home Secretary 
and his Labour counterpart that evening, when the SDP leader had a 
previous engagement. 

In July 1984, the BCC indicated that it was unable to investigate a 
complaint of the kind made by the SDP. Baroness Pike replied that the 
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BCC could only investigate specific complaints about a particular pro-
gram (or series) and could not investigate a complaint about general 
coverage or broadcasters' editorial policy. Even if the SDP's complaint 
fell within the BCC's terms of reference, Baroness Pike suggested that 
the BCC would exercise its power of discretion and refuse to investi-
gate the complaint. The BCC argued that it was not prepared to reach 
what would be a political judgement. The SDP then decided to take 
legal action and challenge the BCC's decision in the High Court, assum-
ing that if the party did not win then it would at least draw public 
attention to the party's grievance. The SDP urged the High Court to 
rule that its complaint was within the BCC's jurisdiction and to order 
the BCC to investigate. 

In January 1985, the Court issued its ruling that under the terms 
of the Broadcasting Act, the BCC had been wrong to claim that it had no 
jurisdiction to review the SDP's complaint, but the political nature of 
the complaint left no clear guidance about the course of action the BCC 

should take. The Court therefore upheld the BCC's right to use its dis-
cretion in exercising its power not to investigate the complaint. The SDP 

had to pay only its own costs in bringing the case, and these were min-
imal. In the view of the party leadership, the case made the broad-
casters look more carefully at how decisions about news coverage of 
politics were being made (Owen v. Broadcasting Complaints Commission 
(BCC) 1985). 

In the subsequent months, the SDP sought opportunities to argue 
its case in the public domain. Dr. Owen chose the columns of the Sunday 
Times on 28 April 1985 to say "Why it's time to call foul on the BBC" 

and Anne Sofer, a member of the SDP's National Committee, described 
the BBC as "a beacon of bias" in her article in the Times on 29 April. 

The SDP then decided to commission a study of television news 
from researchers at Oxford Polytechnic with the aim of using the 
results to support its claim of unfair treatment. The study of two 
months of 'ry news coverage showed that the Alliance received sig-
nificantly less news time than the two main parties. David Owen and 
David Steel, the Liberal leader, then decided to challenge the BBC 

directly in the High Court. They chose to concentrate on the BBC because 
it was the "more important and the public broadcasting corporation." 
In a protracted correspondence with the BBC, the SDP sought to dis-
cover what criteria the Corporation used to decide whether or not it 
was being fair in news coverage and comment and also to learn the 
results of the BBC's own detailed monitoring. According to Dr. Owen, 
the BBC had "steadfastly refused to give us either its criteria, moni-
toring results, or to explain how it tries to ensure fair balance ... it also 
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failed to respond to our complaints of gross imbalance." The High 
Court case sought to make the BBC disclose fully all relevant infor-
mation on its own monitoring of political coverage and to challenge 
the BBC on the grounds of fairness; the Alliance drew on a substantial 
body of monitoring evidence to support its claim that it was not given 
fair coverage in comparison with the two main parties. The case also 
had another point, to challenge the BBC's defence that the Corporation 
was not liable to judicial review. 

The Alliance leaders and the BBC eventually agreed to an out-of-
court settlement. The BBC agreed to provide full details of its monitor-
ing and the criteria it uses in assessing news coverage given undertakings 
that the Alliance leader would not disclose this information. In settling 
out of court, the parties acted in self-interest; they believed they had 
won on the first point because the leaders had received all the infor-
mation on the BBC'S monitoring and editorial criteria, which had been 
requested repeatedly. The Alliance was advised by its counsel that it 
could win on the question of challenging the BBC through the courts, but 
that it would most likely lose on the question of fairness, given that the 
BBC had disclosed all relevant information about editorial criteria. The 
cost of taking the case further, with only the possibility of winning on 
the point about judicial review, would have been upwards of £100 000. 
The out-of-court settlement did not address the question of fairness, 
and the Alliance obtained the power to seek fresh leave to bring pro-
ceedings in the future in relation to its subsequent treatment by the 
BBC. On 14 July 1986, the Alliance leaders issued a press statement call-
ing for the BBC's Board of Governors to disclose fully all of the infor-
mation on editorial criteria and internal monitoring that was made 
available to the Alliance in the out-of-court settlement, which probably 
would have come out in court had the proceedings continued. In June 
1987, the BBC published a document entitled "Fairness and Impartiality 
in Political Broadcasting" that included the material made available to 
the Alliance in the affidavits. The document contained no surprising 
revelations. 

The SDP case suggests that the Broadcasting Complaints Commission 
is not a useful mechanism for political parties' complaints about cov-
erage since the BCC is reluctant to deal with complaints of political bias, 
particularly of a systematic kind. Nevertheless, the third party's efforts 
between 1984 and 1986 to challenge the broadcasters probably con-
tributed to the broadcasters' decision to increase the amount of PEB 

time for the Alliance in the 1987 general election, despite the protests 
of the Conservative and Labour parties. The PEB ratio had been 5:5:4 
(Conservative: Labour: Alliance) in 1983, and in 1987 it was 5:5:5. 
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Televising Parliament 
Over the course of the 1980s, television cameras were permitted first in 
the House of Lords and, after a successful experimental period, in the 
House of Commons (cf. Franklin 1986, 1989, in press). Prior to this, tele-
vision news and current affairs programs carried only still photographs 
of Parliament with sound excerpts. 

Research on television coverage of the House of Commons reveals 
a consistent emphasis on the Conservative and Labour parties in news 
programs, with little attention to spokespersons for the eight other par- 
ties represented in Parliament (Blumler et al. 1990). Coverage of House 
proceedings is thus distinctly bipartisan, focusing almost entirely on 
Conservative and Labour spokespersons and virtually excluding those 
from smaller parties. In addition, the study found undue emphasis on 
the party of the government (ibid.). Moreover, the higher up the ladder 
of political seniority, the greater the disparity between government and 
opposition coverage. For example, television carried 3 1/2 times as 
many appearances and "actualities" (extended sound bites) of Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher as of Labour leader Neil Kinnock. At cab- 
inet level, the disparity was 2 1/2 times in favour of the government, 
whereas backbench level government and opposition spokespersons 
received more or less equal treatment. In sum, the research reveals a 
preoccupation with the "stars," the leaders of the two major parties, to 
the virtual exclusion of minor parties, as well as an undue emphasis 
on the government. If this pattern of coverage remains, the govern-
ment is likely to have a distinct advantage in the run-up to the next 
general election, with government spokespersons having more time to 
put their arguments before the electorate. 

The emphasis on the major parties stems in part from both the over-
all division of debate time and individual decisions of the Speaker, and 
obviously causes the minor parties great concern. The Liberal Democrats 
are especially concerned about the impact this pattern of coverage may 
have on the centre party's image in the run-up to the next general elec- 
tion (Kennedy and Culey, in press). The 1991-92 general election will 
be the first contested since cameras were permitted in the House of 
Commons. 

CAMPAIGN MEDIA CONTENT AND INFLUENCE 
British television devotes substantial news and current affairs cover-
age to general election campaigns. Election coverage may have a vari-
ety of effects on voters' perceptions of the parties and on the voting 
decision itself. 
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Television Coverage of General Election Campaigns 
British election coverage is highly concentrated because of the cam-
paign's short duration. The sheer amount of attention given to the cam-
paign often provokes complaints from viewers. 

Leeds University's audio-visual service recorded all election news 
and current affairs output on all four channels in 1983, which over the 
three and one-half week campaign amounted to 304 programs or 208 
hours of broadcast time (Blumler and Semetko 1987, 424). In 1987, there 
was at least as much news and current affairs coverage. In addition to 
the breakfast, lunch time, early evening and prime time news programs, 
there were daily current affairs programs such as "Newsnight," and 
"Nationwide" and weekly programs such as "Panorama," "Weekend 
World," "World in Action," "TV-Eye" and "A Week in Politics." In addi-
tion, there were election specials such as: the "Election Call" live phone-
in programs, which began on radio in 1974, and were transmitted every 
morning in 1983; the "Granada 500" series in which audiences put ques-
tions to a panel of politicians; a BBC series called "On the Spot" in which 
viewers asked questions of individual politicians; and a number of ad 
hoc editions of other regular programs for specialist audiences such as 
"Black on Black" and "First Tuesday." Moreover, BBC and ITV compa-
nies also produced some regional election television programming. 
Finally, there were the party election broadcasts. In 1987 this meant five 
each for the Conservatives, Labour and the Alliance, in addition to one 
for the Green Party (which had changed its name from the Ecology 
Party since 1983). The National Front and British National Party did 
not put up enough candidates for a PEB in 1987. 

News coverage is focused heavily on the campaign. The BBC actu-
ally extended its main evening news bulletin by about 20 minutes in 1983 
and 1987 to accommodate news about the campaign. And although 
Independent Television News (ITN) could not extend its 22-minute 
(commercial) news program by more than two to three minutes, ITN 

devoted the majority of bulletins to news about the campaign. 
Broadcasters treat elections with "due seriousness," and view their role 
as a social responsibility (Blumler et al. 1989, 157). 

An analysis of main evening news coverage of the 1983 British gen-
eral election and the 1984 U.S. presidential election campaign, compar-
ing BBC and ITV coverage in Britain with ABC, CBS and NBC coverage in 
the United States, reveals distinct differences in approaches. According 
to Semetko et al. (1991, 142), British television news about the campaign 
is "more ample, more varied, more substantive," more concerned with 
the statements and activities of politicians and "more respectful." By 
contrast, U.S. election news on television is "more terse and 
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concentrated," more "horse-racist" i.e., concerned with standing in the 
opinion polls and who is ahead, more inclined to "pass judgment and 
to be occasionally disrespectful in passing judgment." In covering politi-
cians on the campaign trail, for example, U.S. reporters were more likely 
to take a line in a story and "reinforce" or "deflate" the message of the 
candidate. British reporters instead provided more straight or descrip-
tive remarks about politicians' activities on the campaign trail. 

There is also considerably more coverage of substantive issues in 
a British campaign than in a U.S. campaign. For example, an average of 
20 percent of subjects in u.s. network evening news stories about the 
campaign concerned substantive issues such as defence, the economy, 
social welfare, foreign policy, energy and the environment, compared 
with over 35 percent on the BBC and 32 percent on ITV. This stems not 
only from a greater emphasis on non-substantive and emotional themes 
by u.s. candidates, but also from a greater interest among the U.S. net-
works in opinion polls and the candidates' personal qualities. For exam-
ple, 20 percent of subjects in CBS campaign stories concerned the "horse 
race" or polls, compared with 16 percent on NBC and 12 percent on ABC 

and 30 percent of CBS subjects concerned presidential candidates' qual-
ities, compared with 25 percent on NBC and 28 percent on ABC. In Britain, 
an average of 12 percent of subjects in BBC and ITV campaign stories 
concerned the polls or the horse race, and less than 5 percent concerned 
the party leaders' qualities. 

Another fundamental difference between the two countries was in 
the handling of politicians' statements in election news. "Sound bites," 
or "actualities," are film segments in which politicians are seen on the 
screen and heard speaking. Over 33 percent of main evening campaign 
news in Britain was taken up by politicians' sound bites, compared 
with an average of only 11 percent of news across all three U.S. net-
works. And there is no difference between BBC and ITV on this point. In 
the U.S., there is an emphasis on the simplistic and snappy, whereas in 
Britain there is room for politicians to make more extended or complex 
points. Together, these findings point to a greater discretionary role of 
u.s. journalists in shaping the campaign agenda than in Britain, where 
politicians face less difficulty in getting their agendas and comments into 
the news. 

The one great exception concerns the visuals. Content analysis of 
the television pictures of politicians on the campaign trail shows that 
U.S. and British politicians are on a more equal footing in their ability 
to get good pictures into the news. In both countries, parties and can-
didates were highly successful in initiating positive visuals. In both 
countries, therefore, parties and candidates are clearly able to deter- 
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mine much of the pictorial part of the coverage. In the U.S. and Britain, 
about 70 percent of visuals were positive and nearly 78 percent of visu-
als were initiated by the parties or candidates (i.e., conducting planned 
campaign engagements). Journalists in both countries therefore appear 
to exert little discretion over the visual domain of election news. 

In the U.S., however, reporters sometimes try to counter the impact 
of the positive visuals with critical voice-over commentary about 
"pseudo-events."A report by NBC's Chris Wallace, for example, began 
this way: "A campaign that even Hollywood would envy, tonight our 
White House correspondent takes us backstage on a Reagan tour. The 
point of all this, to make the President look good on television. The 
audience would largely be extras on a stage. The well rehearsed rally 
was the usual show stopper" (Semetko et al. 1991, 131-32). 

Although such remarks are rare, they are more prevalent in the U.S. 
coverage than in Britain. Disdainful commentary by reporters surfaced 
in 11 percent of U.S. news stories but in only 5 percent of those in Britain. 
And when British reporters made disdainful remarks, they were less 
direct. BBC's Nick Witchell, for example, in covering what was clearly 
one of Mrs. Thatcher 's campaign photo-opportunities, was ostensibly 
descriptive: "The Prime Minister climbed aboard a tractor, showed an 
extraordinary interest in silage making, and had her photograph taken 
several thousand times" (Semetko et al. 1991, 132). 

A comparison of party and media issue agendas also reveals that 
British politicians have a greater opportunity than their U.S. counterparts 
to influence the campaign news agenda. Party issue priorities were 
much closer to media priorities in Britain than in the U.S. In other words, 
in Britain the subject priorities of the parties "are more closely aligned 
with the subject priorities of television news" (Semetko et al. 1991, 141).6  
In short, "this lends further support to the idea that in comparison with 
British reporters, U.S. reporters are exercising greater discretion in tak-
ing up and reporting the subjects put forward by candidates. In Britain, 
on the other hand, it appears that political parties have greater poten-
tial to shape the campaign agenda" (ibid.). 

If fairness is assessed in terms of the access provided to political 
parties, British broadcasting rates very highly. Compared with the 
British press, broadcasting provides a wider spectrum on the election 
campaign by presenting a broader picture of the party system. Moreover, 
in comparison with U.S. election news broadcasting, British broadcast-
ing is far more oriented toward taking up and reporting the parties' 
views and positions on issues. 

Research on British election news coverage in 1987 shows that 
British politicians continued to retain substantial news coverage in 
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comparison with their U.S. counterparts (Semetko 1989a). Sound bites 
from all politicians in 1987 accounted for approximately one-third of elec-
tion news coverage. This was true for both the public service (BBC) and 
the commercial (ITv) news programs. Moreover, the parties retained 
and even strengthened their advantage in providing positive visuals 
for television news. 

Nevertheless, the third party (Liberal—SOP Alliance in 1983 and 
1987, and the Liberal Democrats today) remained concerned about the 
position of its coverage in the election news bulletins. In 1983, despite 
the fact that the Alliance finished within two percentage points of 
Labour in terms of the popular vote, news about the third party often 
came much later in the news bulletins, with the lead stories focusing on 
the Conservative—Labour battle (Semetko 1989b). In 1987, broadcast-
ers carried more stories focusing on all three parties, and stories about 
the Alliance occasionally appeared at the top of the bulletin, but the 
two-party battle (Conservative v. Labour) nevertheless predominated 
in news coverage. 

The Influence of Election Broadcasting 
Despite the amount of news coverage given to British elections, there 
is no clear consensus among British political and social scientists on 
the degree to which campaign communication makes a difference to 
public perceptions of parties, leaders, and issues, and eventually, to the 
voting decision. In part, this is due to the fact that in recent years very 
little research has been designed to measure directly the influence of the 
media in British election campaigns. 

In general, two different perspectives currently exist on the rela-
tive importance of the British campaign for influencing the voting deci-
sion. One view places great importance on short-term factors, particularly 
campaign communication, suggesting that people vote on the basis of 
issues (Crewe 1982, 1983, 1986). The other perspective places more 
importance on long-term attachments to political parties — and social class 
in particular — as an influence on the voting decision, suggesting that 
the campaign may not be as important (Heath et al. 1985, 1987). 

Both of these perspectives are partially correct. Whereas some vot-
ers hold long-term attachments to political parties and vote for the 
same party in every election, others look to the campaign for guidance 
in making their voting decision. The Conservatives' decision to change 
leaders makes the next general election an extremely interesting test-
ing ground for research on media influence.7  The leaders of all three 
key parties are relatively new figures, and the sense of public attach-
ment to them may not be particularly strong. The Conservative leader 
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will rely heavily on the media to project his own image and a new 
image for his party. Thus the potential for media to influence opinions 
about the leaders and parties in the forthcoming British general elec-
tion is probably greater than in any previous campaign in the past 
decade. 

Election communication may have a variety of effects. In addition 
to influencing the decision about which party to vote for, election com- 
munication may also influence the decision to vote at all. One study of 
first-time voters in the 1970 British general election found that election 
communication variables — such as exposure to election coverage on 
television and in the press, and political discussion — are important fac-
tors affecting turnout (Blumler and McLeod 1974, 295). 

Evidence from the first studies of broadcasting and election cam-
paigning in Britain shows that viewers also learn something about the 
issues and the parties from election broadcasting. There is a positive 
and significant correlation between the number of television programs 
viewed and political knowledge (Trenaman and McQuail 1961; Blumler 
and McQuail 1968). A more recent pre-election survey of voters in the 
1983 campaign showed that 48 percent believed they knew "a fair 
amount" about the parties' policies, while 9 percent said they knew 
"a great deal." Moreover, 21 percent of electors said television helped 
them decide which party to vote for, and 39 percent of vote-switchers 
and 36 percent of first-time voters said they were helped by television 
(Harrison 1984, 174). This also suggests that election broadcasting 
plays an important educative role. 

Other studies suggest that the third party — the Liberals in the 1960s 
and 1970s and the Liberal—SDP Alliance in the 1980s — benefits elec- 
torally from the extra exposure it receives on television during an elec- 
tion campaign. Blumler and McQuail (1968) found a positive and 
significant relationship between the use of television and improving 
attitudes toward the Liberal party in the 1964 campaign. McAllister 
(1985) suggests that in the 1979 and 1983 elections, television exposure 
accounted for 3 percent of the campaign-period votes gained by the 
Liberals and the Alliance. 

A study of the 1987 general election campaign focused on how vot-
ers' opinions about the parties and the voting decision changed over the 
course of the campaign (Miller et al. 1990). Using a rather complex 
multi-wave panel design, in which the same respondents were inter-
viewed at different stages of the campaign, the study found evidence 
of significant individual-level electoral volatility. In the short, three- to 
four-week campaign period, two-fifths of the electorate changed their 
voting intentions. "Tactical considerations outweighed any impact of 
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changing attitudes on economic optimism, issue priorities, or leader 
images in those last few weeks" (ibid., vii). This suggests that media cov-
erage of polls may play a more important role in the voting decision than 
previously. So although Mrs. Thatcher and the Conservatives were 
ahead of Labour and the Alliance at the start of the 1987 campaign, and 
the Conservative victory appeared to be a foregone conclusion, there 
was indeed a lot of vote switching by individuals that was masked by 
the stability of the published opinion polls at the aggregate level. 

Toward the final weeks of the campaign, television news stories 
focused increasingly on the two-party (Labour v. Conservative) battle, 
while opinion polls showed that the public had dismissed the Alliance 
as a real contender. The Alliance nevertheless continued to obtain an 
equal proportion of news time. Using a day-by-day analysis of opinion 
change based on random sub-samples of the electorate, the Miller et 
al. study shows that television's focus on the two-party battle "occurred 
AFTER the voters had dismissed the Alliance as a real contender and 
not before" (Miller et al. 1990). In other words, television coverage of 
the party battle followed public opinion about the electoral chances of 
the Alliance and did not lead it. 

CONCLUSIONS 
Against a backdrop of increasing electoral volatility and new devel-
opments in British broadcasting and campaigning techniques, the insti-
tutional features and traditional practices of British election campaigns 
have remained much the same over the past two decades. Campaign 
spending remains low in Britain in comparison with the United States 
largely because the broadcasting authorities make free time available 
to the political parties to air their broadcasts during campaigns. This free 
broadcast time is a great leveller, guaranteeing that a wealthy party 
will not have greater access than other parties to audiences for broad-
cast advertising. The parties' ratio of PEB time and the willingness of the 
broadcasting authorities to take account of new developments in the 
political arena also suggest that during election campaigns the system 
is open to party inputs. In addition, the decision by both public service 
and commercial television channels to use the ratio of PEB time as a 
guide for maintaining balance in election campaign news and current 
affairs programs guarantees that broadcast audiences are presented 
with a wide perspective on the political arena and the election. The 
main division in Britain's political communication system — between 
Britain's partisan press and impartial broadcasting system — is most 
evident in the presentation of the parties during election campaigns. 
That said, however, it is still the case that the political parties are not 
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entirely satisfied with their coverage in election news, and often com-
plain to the broadcasters. Moreover, because most political news stems 
from the parties represented in Parliament, extra-parliamentary forces 
rarely surface in election broadcasting. 

Equal time for the main parties in election broadcast news cover-
age does not mean that news values are unimportant, and the parties 
readily complain to the broadcasters about what they occasionally per- 
ceive to be unfair treatment in election news. Television reporters and 
editors are expected to apply news values in selecting election news 
stories. As a result, in 1983, for example, a great many of the television 
news stories on the main channels concerned the two-party battle 
between Labour and the Conservatives. News about the Alliance was 
often covered separately from the two-party battle (Semetko 1989b). 
Nevertheless, the near equal ratio (5:5:4) of news time for the 
Conservatives, Labour and Alliance parties in the 1983 election meant 
that the third party received much more news coverage than it would 
have had in a normal non-election period. With the 1987 election, the 
ratio became 5:5:5. The equal time ratio does not mean that a stopwatch 
rules, nor does it mean that news should become bland or uninterest-
ing. But it does mean that broadcasters work under certain constraints, 
and that ordinary news values are sometimes abandoned to ensure the 
requirements of balance are met.8  

Net perceptions of bias by audiences for television news during 
the 1987 campaign were very small, although they pointed toward a 
slight pro-Conservative, anti-Labour and anti-Alliance bias (Miller et 
al. 1990, 277). Perceptions of press bias are much greater, however, 
revealing that electors themselves clearly distrust the newspapers they 
read regularly (ibid.). In general, then, voters trust broadcasting for 
impartial information about the parties and the issues. 

Election television therefore comes out well when measured against 
the criterion of serving the needs of British voters. The public service 
broadcasting ethos that has guided British broadcasting since its incep-
tion is largely responsible for this. The unanswered question, however, 
is whether future developments in British broadcasting will result in a 
decline of the public service ethos and hence a decline in the quality 
and quantity of election broadcasting. The government has asked the 
BBC to consider alternatives to the licence fee as a form of financing, by 
replacing the licence fee with limited advertising, subscription or spon-
sorship (Blumler et al. 1986). The government has expressed doubt 
about the long-term viability of the licence fee, and this will become a 
major issue for discussion in the mid-1990s. The implications of recent 
legislation are discussed in a postscript. 
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The current openness of British election broadcasting to covering 
a range of political parties and a range of issues is matched, however, 
by the closed nature of the first-past-the-post electoral system. Britain 
remains the only democracy in western Europe without some form of 
proportional representation in national elections. The result is that some 
parties, particularly the Liberals or the Alliance in the past, are barely 
represented in the parliamentary debating chamber. Because news 
about politics comes largely from the activities of the parties in 
Parliament, the small and third parties so apparent in election news 
virtually disappear from routine news coverage in non-election periods 
(Semetko 1989b; Blumler 1984). 

The significance of Britain's biased electoral system is not lost on 
the voters. In the 1987 campaign, voters were asked to assess Britain's 
electoral system, and "not just the losers criticized the rules" (Miller et 
al. 1990, 286). Alliance voters were the most critical, but almost one-
third of Conservative voters agreed that the "voting system produced 
an unfair result in terms of seats for each party in Parliament" (ibid.). 

POSTSCRIPT: THE FUTURE OF BRITISH BROADCASTING 
In the future, Britain will have a more competitive broadcasting envi-
ronment with a larger number of channels. This may have ramifica-
tions for amount and content of election broadcasting in the long term, 
but should not have an impact in the short term. Specifically, it should 
not affect the coverage of the 1992 British general election campaign —
at least as far as the BBC is concerned.9  

A more competitive broadcasting environment was one of Mrs. 
Thatcher's major goals after her re-election in 1983. Mrs. Thatcher 
appointed the Committee on the Future of Broadcasting, chaired by Sir 
Alan Peacock, to consider the issue. The report of the Peacock 
Committee (United Kingdom, Parliament 1986) encouraged a more 
open and competitive broadcasting system. It recommended that the 
licence fee not remain the BBC's sole source of funds, and that the BBC 

derive some part of its revenue from subscription television (perhaps 
on BBC2) or limited advertising on BBC radio. A government white 
paper followed, entitled "Broadcasting in the '90s: Competition, Choice 
and Quality" (United Kingdom, Parliament 1988). The white paper 
outlined plans for reforming British broadcasting in which the BBC 

was encouraged to move toward replacing the licence fee eventually 
with finance through subscription payments and sponsorship (cf. 
Negrine 1990). 

Parliament passed the new Broadcasting Act in December 1990. Like 
the white paper, the Act recommends a more competitive broadcasting 
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environment with more radio and television channels. It mandates the 
creation of an independent national radio service to compete with the 
BBC. Prior to this, independent radio had been local only. 

In the domain of election broadcasting, the Act continues to pro-
hibit paid political advertising, so there is no change on this point of pol-
icy. It sets forth obligations of impartiality in the coverage of political 
affairs that are likely to mean the same kinds of ground rules for any 
new channels covering political news in election campaigns. '° 

The Act does not apply directly to the activities of the BBC. The 
BBC's royal charter is due for renewal in 1996, and in the next few years 
there should be a major discussion about the future of the licence fee. 
In the meantime, advertising as a source of revenue for the BBC has 
been ruled out. Subscription is used in a limited way but at present 
only for late-night broadcasting. Sponsorship is a form of financing for 
BBC programming that may be more prominent in the near future.11  

The major question, however, one that cannot be answered at pres-
ent, concerns the long-term implications of the more competitive broad-
casting environment for election news and current affairs coverage. 
Will the public service model, which has been the predominant model 
for BBC and ITV election broadcasting, continue to prevail? Or will the 
new competitive environment, coupled with changes in the BBC's form 
of financing, mean a reduction in the amount of resources allocated to 
election news and current affairs programs? Will the election campaign 
feature as prominently on the new channels, where ratings and com-
petition for advertising are primary goals? And will the content of elec-
tion news remain heavily focused on the issues? If the competitive 
broadcasting environment in the United States is a reliable indicator, 
British election broadcasting in the year 2000 could be very different 
from what it is today. 
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NOTES 

This study was completed in May 1991. 

I am very grateful for the comments of the Commission's anonymous review-
ers as well as a number of colleagues who read an earlier version of this study, 
including: Jay G. Blumler, Margaret Douglas, Bob Franklin, Ralph Negrine, 

T.J. Nossiter and Jorgen Rasmussen. 

See the Nuffield College series of studies on British general election cam-
paigns, published by Macmillan. In the past two decades, these have been 
edited by David Butler and Dennis Kavanagh. 

In terms of both the sheer amount of campaign news and the amount of 
issue content in campaign news, British broadcast news programs are far 
ahead of those in the U.S. and Germany. The comparison with Germany 
is based on this writer's work in progress on "the influence of parties and 
the media in the 1990 German national election campaign," which is sup-
ported in part by the German Marshall Fund of the United States. 

According to Margaret Douglas, BBC chief political adviser: "We try to 
ensure that broadcasts are about 4'40" for a 5 minute slot or 9'40" for a 10 
minute slot. We are more concerned that the 5 minute slot does not fall 
significantly short in time because we want to ensure the broadcasts do not 
look like advertisements." Correspondence with this writer, 14 May 1991. 

However, according to Jorgen Rasmussen, "any candidate can participate 
in a public affairs program as a representative of his or her party to dis-
cuss something like education without any of the other candidates in that 
constituency having to be invited." Correspondence with the author, 22 May 

1991. 

This section draws extensively on chapter 5 of Semetko (1987). 

The Spearman's Rhos rank-order correlation coefficients between party 
and television news agendas in Britain range from .38 to .83 (a perfect cor-
relation would be 1.0), whereas those in the U.S. range from .14 to .37. 

See Holli A. Semetko, "The Role and Influence of the Media in the 1991 
British General Election Campaign," an unpublished grant proposal that 
outlines such a research project. The project involves collaboration with T.J. 
Nossiter of the London School of Economics and Political Science and 
Anthony Heath, Roger Jowell and John Curtice, directors of the British 

General Election Study. 

One BBC news staffer, for example, commented that "news values are the 

basis for reporting the election in television. But — and this is our com-
promise — if we are using recorded extracts of speeches by politicians in 
television news bulletins, then we say we must achieve a fair balance 
between the political parties" (Blumler 1990, 16). 

Telephone interview with Margaret Douglas, BBC chief political adviser, 

BBC Broadcasting House, 20 March 1991. 
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Ibid. 

Ibid. 
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AND ELECTION CAMPAIGNS 

IN GERMANY 

,I1%11W 

Klaus Schoenbach 

DUE TO THE INTRODUCTION of commercial radio and television in 
1983 and to German unification in 1990, Germany's media system has 
changed considerably. These changes have also transformed the oppor-
tunities for parties, politicians and the electorate to use press, radio and 
television in election campaigns. 

The focus of this study will be on the relationships in Germany 
between politics and the media, particularly television. For this pur-
pose, peculiarities of the German voting and media systems will be 
outlined first. The way in which the audience both evaluates and uses 
media campaign information will be another major concern. The study 
concludes by summing up what we know about media effects on vot-
ers' political knowledge, attitudes and behaviour. 

THE GERMAN ELECTION SYSTEM AND ITS VOTERS 
Germans can vote in legislative elections at up to five levels, differing 
from state to stater (Woyke and Steffens 1984). The frequency of elec-
tions varies from four to five years. In national (Bundestag) elections, 
most statewide (Landtag) and the European elections, a voting system 
of "personalized proportionality" applies. Voters must choose both a 
local candidate and a party list for the state.2  The number of votes for 
the rank-ordered party list determines the size of the parliamentary 
party and how many persons from the list obtain seats. Only the com-
position of the parliamentary parties is to some (usually small) extent 
determined by which local candidates the voters prefer.3  

Ticket splitting — that is, voting for a specific party list and for a local 
candidate of a different party — is still practised only by a minority of 
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voters in Germany, but has become increasingly popular. Some indus-
trious and popular local candidates (including cabinet members) often 
get a few percentage points more than their party. But this difference 
has hardly ever been very dramatic, a fact that may be both a conse-
quence of, and a reason for, the fairly uninspired campaigns of most 
local candidates. There is one exception to this rule: small parties, whose 
local candidates are never elected directly, sometimes ask their sup-
porters to vote for their party list, but also to select a local candidate of 
a larger party with which the party wants to form a coalition. In the 
federal elections of 1987, for example, this strategy proved successful 
for the Free Democrats (FDP), who won only about 5 percent of the 
local-candidate votes but more than 9 percent of those for the party list, 
and therefore obtained 46 seats out of the then 497 in the Bundestag.4  

The holders of the top executive positions in the Federal Republic —
the chancellor, the state prime ministers, and most of the mayors — are 
not determined by the people directly but by the prevailing majority in 
the national, state or community Parliaments. In other words, in order 
to see specific persons elected, Germans have to vote for the parties or 
coalition partners supporting them. 

Composing lists and selecting candidates is the job of parties alone, 
at least in principle. On the other hand, state and federal candidates 
are not selected in "smoke-filled back rooms." The media are full of 
speculations about whom a party might nominate for what important 
office. Parties themselves discuss candidates fairly openly. For candi-
dates seeking positions such as the chancellorship, personal standing 
in the media certainly has some influence on nomination. 

None of the above applied to East Germany before 1990. It was a 
tightly controlled, communist country without free elections. In the 
process of unification, it has step by step adopted the procedures 
employed in the former West German state. 

Election turnout in Germany is traditionally high: up to 92 percent 
of the electorate in West Germany have voted in national elections, 
though in the Bundestag elections of 1987 and 1990 the turnout was 
considerably lower (84 and 78 percent, respectively). In elections of the 
"second rank" — those on the European, state or local level — fewer 
voters usually show up at the voting booth. But even on these occa-
sions, turnout rates rarely drop under 60 percent. In former times almost 
100 percent turned out to vote in the German Democratic Republic. 
There, however, everyone was forced to cast a vote. 

THE GERMAN MEDIA SYSTEM 
Until the end of 1983 there was a strict division between West Germany's 
private and public media systems. Newspapers and magazines were, 
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and still are, owned and operated by private individuals or companies; 
all radio and television stations were publicly controlled, nonprofit cor-
porations, with their transmitters operated by the Federal Postal Service. 
Some of them are commercial services now. In East Germany, all the 
media were under the tight control of the communist government up 
to 1989. 

The Print Media 
In 1949, after a four-year period of restricted licensing by the Western 
Allies, virtually anyone could establish a newspaper or magazine in 
West Germany. Freedom of the press was guaranteed by Article Five of 
the 1949 West German constitution, and only certain libel laws applied. 
Since then, the print media have been run both privately by individu-
als or companies and, increasingly, as commercial ventures. More and 
more, advertising has become the most important source of financial 
support; in recent years, more than two-thirds of the newspapers' rev-
enues have come from advertising. 

Only a few years after the print-media market had been opened 
again, the concentration of the press started. Currently there are 119 
daily newspapers in West Germany, down from 225 in 1954. Almost 
half (49 percent) of the counties and larger cities (containing 36 percent 
of the West German population) have only one local newspaper. In 
only 10 percent of the counties and cities are there more than two local 
newspapers available (Schuetz 1989). 

However, newspapers have diversified by offering "sublocal" edi-
tions directed toward single suburbs or areas within counties. These 
geographically restricted editions either supplement or completely 
replace the traditional local sections of the city papers. Accordingly, in 
spite of press concentration, the number of editions of all newspapers 
differing by at least one page decreased only from 1 500 in 1954 to 1 344 
in 1989. Simultaneously, newspaper circulation has grown consider-
ably — from 13 million in 1954 to 20 million in 1989 (Schuetz 1989).5  

Five daily newspapers in West Germany (Frankfurter Allgemeine, 
Die Welt, Handelsblatt, Taz, Bild) are nationally distributed and widely 
available. The two former, plus two other more regional organs 
(Frankfurter Rundschau, Sueddeutsche Zeitung), are "prestigious news-
papers." Der Spiegel is Germany's weekly news magazine, fairly simi-
lar to Time and Newsweek. Three national weekly newspapers (Die Zeit, 
Deutsches Allgemeines Sonntagsblatt, Rheinischer Merkur) are known for 
their political analyses. One of the illustrated weekly magazines, Stern 
(somewhat similar to Life), also contains some political coverage. 

Among the owners of newspapers and magazines in West Germany, 
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political parties play only a peripheral role; practically none of the 119 
different newspapers in West Germany are under the economic con-
trol of a party. That does not mean, however, that print media are com-
pletely neutral in political terms. Many of them lean more or less openly 
or are perceived to lean toward a specific political party or at least a 
political ideology, such as free enterprise or the social responsibility of 
the state. The vast majority of the West German newspapers support con-
servative views — particularly as far as economic issues are concerned. 

Since the opening of the wall in 1989, the East German print-media 
landscape has been changing dramatically. More and more it resem-
bles that in Western Germany: state control has ceased completely, 
party-owned newspapers have been sold or handed over to West 
German commercial companies, and new papers of all sorts have been 
founded. How many newspapers there are at present can only be esti-
mated — probably about 80. New outlets, however, are having diffi-
culties. There is an obvious trend toward concentration of the former 
regional newspapers. 

The Electronic Media 
After the Second World War, the Western Allies in their respective zones 
tried to prevent a revival of the centralized control over national broad-
casting that the Nazis had perfected. Accordingly, the new constitu-
tion of West Germany, reconfirmed by several constitutional court 
decisions, gave jurisdiction over radio and television to the states rather 
than to the federal government. The British public service model most 
influenced the system that finally emerged when the Western powers 
withdrew (Head 1985, 151 ff.). Nine broadcasting stations were in oper-
ation until 1983 and all were confined to either a specific state, a large 
area within a state or a combination of states, still depending on how 
the Western Allies defined their zones in 1945. These stations usually 
broadcast up to four different radio services or channels each. 

Only by means of interstate treaties did the German broadcasting 
corporations become national in scope. Thus in 1954 the first German 
television channel (incorporated as Arbeitsgemeinschaft der 
Rundfunkanstalten Deutschlands, or ARD) started as a joint enterprise 
of all the state radio services. These services contribute programs to 
the national network in amounts proportional to their respective finan-
cial standing. In 1963 a second television channel (Zweites Deutsches 
Fernsehen, ZDF) was added — a new corporation, but again one based 
on a treaty among the West German states. Finally, in 1965, West German 
stations (some of them independently) began to broadcast on a third 
channel in five different regions. 

Until 1983, therefore, the average West German had a choice of 
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three or four television channels. The first — national — channel (ARD) 
broadcast contributions from the state services; the second (zDF) pro-
duced programs in its own centralized facilities and transmitted them 
nationwide; and lastly, one or two regional channels were provided by 
local state broadcasting stations. 

These services were and still are all publicly controlled. The nine 
state broadcasting organizations and the ZDF vary somewhat from one 
to the other, but each has a broadcasting council or board of trustees to 
set general policy, an administrative council to supervise operations, 
and a director-general to serve as chief executive officer (Head 1985, 
168). State laws specify how to achieve representativeness in the broad-
casting council. Some of its members come from the state Parliaments 
and reflect the complexion of political powers there. The majority of 
council members are appointed by recognized interest groups such as 
youth organizations, women, workers, employers or churches. 
Traditionally, and sadly, however, the representatives of interest groups 
align themselves in many council decisions according to their party 
affiliations or sympathies. 

Public radio and television in West Germany are mainly funded 
by licence fees. Every household running a radio or a television set 
pays a monthly fee of about Cdn.$14. Only about 20 percent of the rev-
enues of the first national television channel and roughly 40 percent of 
the second channel (up to the end of 1990 the only public channel for 
nationwide TV advertising) come from commercials. This proportion 
is so low because laws have restricted the total amount (20 minutes 
daily per channel) and the scheduling of advertising (not after 8:00 PM 

and never on Sundays) to protect newspapers and magazines from los-
ing too many ads to the electronic media. 

In early 1984, the first commercial radio and television stations 
were established, funded by advertising alone and supposed to exist side 
by side with the old publicly controlled stations. Virtually all the new 
radio channels are confined to specific local or regional areas within 
the country. For television, the situation is different: only national TV 

networks were added to the broadcast offering in Germany. Four of 
them are German-based commercial organizations: RTLplus, SAT.1, Pro7 
and Tele 5. Two — 3SAT and 1plus — are derivatives of the public ser-
vices, for the most part dedicated to information and serious culture. 
At first the new channels, together with some foreign transmissions, 
such as ts4Tv or Super Channel, were only distributed via cable. Now 
more and more households can get the German commercial ones via 
the airwaves. In early 1991, 66 percent of West German households 
received the signals from RTLplus, 62 percent from SAT.1, 27 percent 
from Pro7 and about 30 percent from Tele 5. 
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As far as supervision goes, the formal differences between the old 
and new systems are not significant: West German broadcasting laws 
have been designed to secure pluralism and objectivity by regulating 
the new stations in the same way as the old ones; therefore, 
new services are controlled by state broadcasting authorities 
(Landesrundfunkanstalten) with councils similar in composition 
to those already in operation. Their power, however, is significantly 
weaker than in the case of the public service channels, for two reasons. 
First of all, the Landesrundfunkanstalten are less "close" to the private 
stations because they have to supervise all the commercial channels 
within a state (and that can be many). Secondly, as commercial corpo-
rations do not depend on licence fees, the party members in the 
Landesrundfunkanstalten cannot threaten to keep licence fees down. 
For public stations this power is very important; the state governments 
have to approve any increase in licence fees approximately every four 
years, so they and their parties can put public stations under pressure. 

German broadcasting is obliged by state laws and constitutional 
court decisions to be an instrument of information, to help its audience 
with the formation of opinion, to contribute to education and to offer 
entertainment. The entertainment portion of the services has certainly 
increased in the last decade. The new channels depend on advertising, 
and thus on ratings, much more than the old ones funded mainly by 
licence fees. Consequently, the constitutional court of the Federal 
Republic allowed them to be less "complete" in their information and 
educational offering than the public TV and radio services. By way of 
responding to their new competition, though, the old services have 
also raised the share of entertainment in their programming. It now 
takes up to 60 percent of public television. 

In eastern Germany, the same "dual" broadcast system is emerg-
ing: the old central Tv (two-channel) and radio (four-channel) systems 
have been restructured according to the organization of the former GDR 

into new Laender (states). The old West German "nationwide" chan-
nels (widespread in the east even before 1989) can now be received offi-
cially and — at least in principle — everywhere. And the first licences for 
commercial radio were issued in 1990. 

ELECTION CAMPAIGN CHANNELS 
On the state and national levels, German voting procedures have impor-
tant consequences for the way in which the mass media are used for 
election campaigns; the successful marketing of persons, for instance, 
is often not the sole task. In many elections, the images of the candidate 
for highest office, such as the chancellorship, and that of his or her party 
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have been very different; sometimes the person was highly respected 
but the party was not, and vice versa. This poses problems for cam-
paign managers. They must not only attract voters who support their 
candidates, but must also win votes for the party list from those who 
do not approve of the candidates. The first goal suggests a candidate-
centred appeal, the second a party-centred one. Most of the time cam-
paigners make compromises, although in national and state elections, 
personal characteristics of the top candidates have become increasingly 
important. 

This mild type of candidate centrism, however, is usually not 
applied to local candidates in national, state and even community 
races, who are often seen as mere supporters of a leading figure. The 
German state and national election system lends itself particularly to 
a campaign structure organized from the top down; the outcome for 
the party list and thus for the principal candidate is accordingly the most 
crucial goal. 

Parties in Germany use a wide range of communication channels 
in election campaigns. Of course, television advertising plays an impor-
tant part; but the lack of local television means that this role still is 
important only at the state and national levels. During national and 
state election campaigns, all competing political parties have the right 
to free air time to broadcast party commercials on public radio and tele-
vision. No additional ads may be purchased, though. Those commer-
cials are usually scheduled immediately before or after prime-time 
news shows. Four restrictions have been applied to this privilege in 
public broadcasting (Grundsaetze 1983): 

Parties must supply the commercials themselves. Public broad-
casting stations are not allowed to assist parties in producing the 
ads. On the other hand, the channels are entitled to reject com-
mercials, but only if they contain material deemed criminal or 
unconstitutional, such as texts propagating violence or racial dis-
crimination. As far as I know, this has never happened. 
Commercials may be broadcast only during the "hot" phase of 
the election; in general this is three to six weeks before election 
day. The beginning of this phase is determined by an agreement 
between parties and broadcasting corporations. 
The television ads must not exceed two and a half minutes. 
Consequently, unlike similar transmissions in other European 
countries such as Britain, Denmark or the Netherlands, party 
broadcasts are often highly professional commercials of the "Coke 
is it" type: fast-paced cuts, suggestive music, colours, and 
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slogan-like wording. Deviations from this pattern occur among 
smaller parties, mainly due to the lack of financing for profes-
sionally produced commercials. 

4. Each party running in the election is granted at least one com-
mercial spot. Additional spots are determined by the parties' level 
of representation in the relevant Parliament. The number of extra 
spots is very roughly proportional to the number of seats the party 
holds. For example, in the Bundestag election campaign of 1983, 
the Christian Democrats (CDU) and the Social Democrats (SPD) 
were allowed to broadcast nine spots each. Their respective shares 
of the number of votes in the previous national election had been 
34 percent and 43 percent. The Free Democratic Party (11 percent 
of the 1980 vote) and the Bavarian Christian Social Union (10 per-
cent) got five commercials each, the Green Party had four and all 
the others parties had two each.6  

Similar rules apply to public radio. 
Since 1987, though there has been some controversy on the sub-

ject, parties have been allowed to buy advertising time on commercial 
TV and radio stations. They still are somewhat reluctant to pay for air 
time, however, although they are charged only the cost price. For exam-
ple, only the Christian Democrats (CDU) purchased time for running 
commercials on RTLplus in 1990. Again, there are constraints on the for-
mat of the ads and their distribution. For the 1990 Bundestag campaign 
on RTLplus and SAT.1 — the most important and interesting stations for 
paid advertising — the following rules applied: 

The parties with the most seats in the Parliament, SPD and CDU, 

were allowed to buy air time up to a total of 25 minutes each; the 
Christian Social Union (Csu) and the Free Democratic Party (FDP), 

as well as the Green Party, were allotted 12.5 minutes each. All 
other parties would have received only up to five minutes each. 
The spots were supposed to be produced by the parties and to 
last for 30 to 90 seconds. 
The time period in which RTLplus and SAT.1 would transmit the 
commercials was determined to be the month before election day. 
The two stations explicitly refused to be responsible for false state-
ments in the ads and their possible legal consequences. 
Parties had no say on the placement of their ads in the program 
schedule, except for a choice between weekends and weekdays. 
RTLplus and SAT.1 promised not to broadcast more than two dif-
ferent spots in a row and to place them only before or after pro-
grams (no program interruption by political commercials). 
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The director-general of the Landesanstalt fuer das Rundfunkwesen 
(the state broadcasting council) in Schleswig-Holstein suggested that 
in future almost all the restrictions in effect for the 1990 Bundestag elec-
tion should be dropped. Parties should be allowed to buy as much air 
time as they wanted to, if their commercials were broadcast separately 
from those of other organizations and within a specified time period 
before election day (Direktor der Unabhaengigen Landesanstalt fuer 
das Rundfunkwesen Schleswig-Holstein 1990). 

Because of German political traditions and the former restrictions 
on television advertising, political parties extensively use other ways 
of presenting themselves to the public. One way is to advertise in the 
print media. There are almost no restrictions there, although some news-
papers and magazines occasionally refuse to print specific ads or those 
for specific parties; for example, extremely leftist or rightist ones, and 
once in a while even spots for the SPD or Green Party. In 1980, for exam-
ple, the CDU/CSU spent 20 percent of all their campaign money on print 
ads, compared with 35 percent for the FDP.7  

A second and still important way of presenting party messages is 
to send flyers and brochures directly to potential voters' homes, deliv-
ered by mail or by party workers. Sometimes weekly newspapers, writ-
ten by party activists or affiliates, are also distributed to spread the 
party's message. 

A third and again very significant advertising instrument is the 
use of posters and billboards. During the "hot" phases of election cam-
paigns, densely populated Germany is covered with posters of candi-
dates and parties. The Free Democrats, for instance, claim to have found 
that the optimal number is 800 posters per 100 000 citizens (Schroeder 
1983, 159), and therefore spent almost half of their 1980 budget (46 per-
cent) on posters and other printed material. Other parties spent 20 to 
28 percent. 

All parties set up information desks in market-places, shopping 
malls and pedestrian zones, where material is distributed or politicians 
are available for discussions. Rallies are of some significance, too. In 
national elections, the leading politicians try to fill market-places and 
even soccer stadiums for political rallies. From 5 to 17 percent of the 
parties' campaign money was used for this purpose in 1980. Finally, 
smaller parties in particular rely heavily on their members as party 
workers. The Free Democratic Party, for instance, spent one-third of its 
budget for the 1980 Bundestag election on motivating its members to 
persuade other people to vote for the FDP (Schroeder 1983, 158). 

Except for local elections, however, personal contact with local can-
didates, or at least encounters with their local campaigns, is neither 
common nor very important to voters. Although there is no survey 
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evidence available, everyday experience suggests that most voters do 
not even know the names of their local candidates or of their repre-
sentatives in state or national Parliaments. 

The parties' presentation of themselves within the regular cover-
age of the mass media has become increasingly popular. Aside from 
the advantage that it is inexpensive, regular coverage is a means of dis-
seminating information and propaganda that profits from the credi-
bility media coverage has when compared to advertising. 

As in other Western societies, one way for politicians to achieve 
more frequent coverage is to use journalistic news values or even to 
design "pseudo-events" which serve journalists' needs (Boorstin 1963; 
Radunski 1980). These include rallies, statements about important 
issues, press conferences, journeys to foreign countries and the like. 
Some media in the Federal Republic even facilitate politicians' attempts 
to obtain frequent and positive coverage. In national elections, public 
television stations broadcast a series of debates among the top candi-
dates and other politicians, for which journalists often only supply the 
cues. Similarly, in state elections, the television channel of the state in 
question offers this opportunity to the leading candidates of the region. 
Some newspapers allot political parties a certain amount of space to 
be filled with information of the parties' choosing (see Bauer 1989). 
Explicit endorsements by the mass media, however, are somewhat 
looked down upon in Germany. Even the most politically outspoken 
newspapers would not directly ask their readers to vote for specific 
parties or candidates. 

Politicians have often used to their own advantage the electronic 
media's legal obligation to provide their audience with politically bal-
anced coverage. Radio and television have been pressured many times 
by party managers and candidates, complaining that they or their par-
ties were not covered frequently or positively enough. As both the laws 
and the respective court decisions are not particularly clear as to what 
"balance" really means, only practice teaches what TV and radio are 
supposed to do. Widely accepted now is a balance model that refers to 
the time devoted to a party and its politicians in the total programming 
of a station instead of in every single program. Parties often count the 
seconds of their coverage to make sure that their time-share is not 
smaller than that of their opponents. Parties have even complained 
about biased entertainment programs. "Showmasters" were accused 
of partiality. As a consequence, quiz shows, for example, stopped invit-
ing prominent politicians six weeks before any election. 

Another way to encourage frequent and positive coverage is con-
fined to public broadcasting and apparently unique to German televi- 
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sion and radio: the parties control the hiring of TV and radio managers 
and journalists. Many top positions in German broadcasting corpora-
tions are filled according to a system of party affiliation. In practice, 
that means that if one important post is occupied by a Christian 
Democrat or by someone with at least some sympathy for that party, 
the next comparable vacancy must eventually be filled by a Social 
Democrat. This system has been increasingly perfected in the publicly 
controlled stations: by 1972 already 50 percent of all the top managers 
in German radio and Tv stations were party members. By 1981 this pro-
portion had increased slightly to 54 percent, and this trend is expected 
to continue in the 1990s. Party affiliation has become more and more 
important, even for reporters and editors in public broadcasting. During 
the same period of time, party membership in the printed press 
decreased, from 23 percent in 1972 to 14 percent in 1981 (Hoffmann-
Lange and Schoenbach 1979, 59; Kutteroff 1982). 

The two other ways of getting positive coverage may look sur-
prising to those unfamiliar with the German system, but party sym-
pathy is, as described above, also a significant structuring element in 
the broadcasting councils. As a result, West German television jour-
nalists may have become more afraid of political pressure and may 
more frequently give in to it than do their colleagues in other coun-
tries. In a 1979 survey, television journalists in the nine countries of the 
European Community were asked whether they should "have any role 
to play in defining the issues" of the first direct elections to the European 
Parliament, or whether that should be up to the parties alone. Of the 
German respondents, 57 percent denied that they had any share of that 
task, presumably due to fears of political retribution rather than to any 
sense of laissez-faire journalism; this proportion was second only to 
the Belgians' response (Noel-Aranda 1982). 

Recently, the amount of Tv time devoted to the presentation of politi-
cians via personal appearances seems to have dropped, however, both 
in the news and in other information programs. Public Tv channels now 
increasingly try to keep politicians from using TV only as a platform. 
Although the fear of party pressure certainly still exists, public televi-
sion managers are beginning to be even more afraid of losing ground 
in their new, competitive situation if they present too many dull and 
uninformative political programs. 

THE CONTENT OF MASS MEDIA IN ELECTION CAMPAIGNS 
Our body of knowledge about the mass media's coverage of German 
election campaigns remains limited. Only a few scattered case studies 
have tried to shed some light on how issues and personalities are 



74 

MEDIA, ELECTIONS AND DEMOCRACY 

covered by newspapers, magazines, television and radio in specific 
elections. Two general points emerge from a review of the literature. 

First, at least until recently, viewers of the two German national 
public television channels could hardly avoid political information 
during the "hot" phase of a Bundestag election campaign. In 1980, 
during the last four weeks of the campaign, more than 80 hours of 
political programs of all sorts were broadcast by the two services, aver-
aging almost three hours of political information a day (Feist and 
Liepelt 1982, 621). Fourteen percent of television prime-time news was 
devoted directly to the campaign. In nontabloid daily newspapers an 
average of 21 percent of the front-page space contained campaign-
related reports (Weiss 1982, 268). In tabloids, this proportion is con-
siderably lower (see also Buss et al. 1984). 

Second, at first sight, incumbents in West Germany seem to receive 
more coverage than their opponents. Kaltefleiter and Johann (1971) 
found that the federal government was covered twice as much in the 
West German television news (in terms of time devoted to its politi-
cians and actions) as the opposition. The study was conducted in 1970, 
a year when there was no election. Results may be different during 
election campaigns, however: Kepplinger's (1982) study of television 
coverage of the 1976 Bundestag campaign reveals only a slight pre-
ponderance of the incumbent Bundestag coalition (for 1980 see Weiss 
1982, 269). Its politicians were shown in 1 679 shots on televised polit-
ical magazine programs, only a little more prominently than those of 
the Christian Democratic opposition (1 436 shots). German politicians 
of the coalition and the opposition were depicted similarly in terms of 
camera angles, except for the two candidates for the chancellorship: 
Kepplinger (1982) found that the incumbent, Helmut Schmidt, was 
filmed a little more advantageously than his challenger, Helmut Kohl. 

Krueger's (1978) results show a somewhat different picture in the 
printed press. At least during the Bundestag election campaign of 1976 
there was no "chancellor bonus" — that is, Helmut Schmidt was not 
covered more positively than other candidates in the West German 
prestige newspapers Frankfurter Allgemeine, Die Welt, Sueddeutsche 
Zeitung and Frankfurter Rundschau. In 1980, critical remarks about the 
incumbent coalition even prevailed in two of the four newspapers as 
well as in prime-time news (Weiss 1982, 274; Baker and Norpoth 1990), 
another finding that makes a positively biased evaluation of incum-
bency doubtful in today's West German media. Schoenbach and 
Wildenmann (1978) go even further. They state that in the 1976 elec-
tion, there was no particular correlation between the issues any party 
tried to propagate and those the prestige newspapers wrote about. The 
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political discussion among electors, however, and the coverage of those 
newspapers in 1976 did resemble each other to some extent. One might 
suspect that the content of television and radio rather more closely 
reflected the party agenda, given the effective ways of party control in 
these media as described above. In 1987, Mathes and Freisens (1990) 
found that the incumbent Christian Democrats were successful in get-
ting their issues into the media. A positive evaluation of this party did 
not follow, however. 

There is empirical evidence that in German, as in u.S., election cam-
paigns, media coverage often concentrates on the "horse-race" and 
"hoopla" aspects. The personal characteristics of the leading candi-
dates, the structure and development of the campaign, the parties' 
chances of winning and so on seem unduly important (see Patterson and 
McClure 1976, for the United States). Results of a content analysis of 
reports about the 1986 state election in Lower Saxony show that 34 rep-
resentatively selected newspapers paid considerable attention to those 
elements. Also, their coverage was highly event-centred, while politi-
cal analysis and background reporting did not play a very important 
role (Schoenbach and Schneider 1987; see also Rust 1984). 

EXPOSURE TO THE MEDIA DURING ELECTION CAMPAIGNS 
In Germany, 97% of households own at least one television set and at 
least one radio. However, on an average workday in West Germany, 
newspapers reach as many members of the adult population (79%) as 
do television (77%) and radio (77%) (Wild 1990). In 1989, the average 
West German adult spent 2 hours and 13 minutes of an average work-
day in front of the television set. In all households with cable TV (roughly 
20% of all West German households) this figure was slightly higher: 
2 hours and 25 minutes. There, in 1989, 40% of the viewing time was 
devoted to the new commercial Tv channels (Darschin and Frank 1990). 
The average time spent on listening to the radio is 2 hours and 36 min-
utes (Wild 1990), and on reading the newspaper about 30 minutes per 
workday. In eastern Germany, the media reach even more people than 
in the West: 89% read a newspaper virtually every day in 1990, 91% 
watched TV and 90% listened to the radio. They also devoted more time 
to the electronic media: 2 hours and 22 minutes to television, and 
3 hours and 6 minutes to radio (Wild 1990). 

The numbers of people in West Germany reached by the political 
coverage of the three mass media differ somewhat from one another: 
in 1985, 62% of the population 18 years and older got at least some 
political information from television on an average workday, 54% from 
newspapers but 73% from radio (Berg and Kiefer 1987). 
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The extent to which West Germans generally rely on their news 
media is demonstrated by the following figures: in 1985, 57% would 
have "greatly" or "very greatly" missed the newspaper had it not been 
available, 54% the radio and 42% television. The media would have 
been missed for different reasons, however. The newspaper, for instance, 
was the local information source for most Germans; its local coverage 
would have been missed by 37% of the people. Only 2% and 4% of the 
population respectively would have missed local and area-related 
reports on television and radio; this was certainly due to the still mainly 
statewide and national organization of the electronic media in 1985. 
On the other hand, television's domain was national political cover-
age: 47% would have missed it greatly for that reason, compared with 
38% for radio and 31% for newspapers. Regarding entertainment, 29% 
of the people would have missed television, 39% their radio and 6% 
their newspapers (Berg and Kiefer 1987). 

Television is still considered to be the most trustworthy source of 
information in general, but on a fairly low level. In 1985, 27% of Germans 
agreed that its coverage is true to reality; as many as 25% held this belief 
about radio coverage and 18% trusted the newspapers. This represents 
a dramatic loss of trustworthiness by the media in general: the respec-
tive figures in 1980 were 41% of the population for iv, 32% for radio and 
21% for newspapers (Berg and Kiefer 1987). 

Data from the campaign for the first all-German Bundestag election 
in 1990 show the significant role of television in political campaigns. 
But they also reveal how important local newspapers and posters were 
(see table 3.1). These results, by the way, are very similar to those we 
have found for all the national elections in the last two decades 
(Schoenbach 1987). "Other TV programs" usually include party leaders' 
and principal candidates' debates; however, this was not the case in 
1990. The "Great Debates" had drawn a large audience in the past. In 
the federal election of 1972, for example, up to 40% of all TV sets were 
switched on (Weiss 1976); in 1976, 35% of the electorate watched the 
top candidates' discussions, at least in part (Baker et al. 1981); in 1980, 
68%, and in 1983, 57% of people 18 years and older saw at least a por-
tion of those debates (Baker and Norpoth 1990). 

On average, more than a third of those who found at least some-
thing about the 1990 election on a medium actually reaching them 
claimed to have been interested in that information. The relatively few 
people who either managed to find the fairly limited election cover-
age in the tabloid Bild, or discussed the election with other persons, 
quite reasonably showed the greatest interest in these election infor-
mation channels. Party materials, such as posters, TV commercials and 
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Table 3.1 
West German voters' exposure to and interest in campaign media, November 1990 
(first all-German Bundestag election, in percentages) 

Reached 
by the medium 

Campaign media 	at all 

"Often" finding 
something 
about the 
election in 

that medium 

Reached 	"Very interested" 
by the medium 	by what 

and "often" finding 	they found 
something about 	about the 

the election 	election 

Television news 98 63 63 37 

Other TV programs 98 31 31 37 

Local newspaper 97 60 61 36 

National prestige 
newspapers 29 13 50 40 

Bid (national tabloid) 28 9 34 47 

Radio not asked 26 — 29 

Personal conversations not asked 23 — 55 

Posters not asked 73 — 

Party commercials on TV 98 67 67 

Advertisements in 
newspapers or 
magazines not asked 49 

14 

Leaflets and brochures not asked 13 

N (896) (896) 

Source: ipos, 1990. 

so forth, were, however, received without great enthusiasm. These —
at first sight fairly encouraging — impressions of voters' attention to 
the 1990 campaign should be seen in perspective, though. The fairly 
high penetration of campaign information by no means indicates that 
Germans are breathlessly following whatever happens in an election 
campaign. Darkow and Zimmer (1982) demonstrate in their diary sur-
vey that for most of the voters, even for those interested in politics, 
election campaigns are fairly marginal events in their everyday lives. 

THE EFFECTS OF THE MASS MEDIA ON ELECTION CAMPAIGNS 
Mass communication research in Germany, as virtually everywhere, 
has abandoned the idea that the only media effect worthy of research 
is the change of voting preferences. Knowing what is at stake, being 
able to discuss the campaign issues and having an image of the candi-
dates are some of the media effects studied in recent research. That is 
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not to say that the media do not influence voting decisions; they may 
do it in a more subtle, indirect way, as for example in Goldenberg and 
Traugott's model of electoral success (1984, 154). What are the effects 
to be found in Germany? The findings are mixed. 

In their analysis of four Bundestag elections between 1957 and 1969, 
Baker and Norpoth (1978) describe strikingly similar patterns. They 
confirm the classic results of the Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet (1944) 
study of the 1940 U.S. presidential election: the use by voters of politi-
cal information both from the mass media and from personal conver-
sations is highly correlated with voting stability. The strength of 
partisanship goes a long way toward explaining this relationship; strong 
partisans are both more likely to be exposed to political information 
and highly stable in their voting behaviour. 

In studies of three national elections in West Germany (1972, 1976, 
1980) Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann tried to shed some light on the spe-
cific impact of television on voters. In the Bundestag election campaign 
of 1972, frequent viewers of political information programs on TV 

obtained an increasingly improved image of Social Democratic politi-
cians (Noelle-Neumann 1980). In 1976, again, those who watched many 
political programs had different feelings about which party might win 
the election. More often than other voters, they believed that the incum-
bent Social-Liberal coalition would win again. Noelle-Neumann sug-
gested that this impression may have furthered the eventual victory of 
the coalition in 1976 (Noelle-Neumann 1977). Her finding is also con-
firmed by Feist and Liepelt (1982, 620 ff.), with their data for 1976 and 
1980. Noelle-Neumann (1977) assumed that her results were caused by 
a leftist bias of West German television. In 1980, however, she did not 
report any particular television effect, due to what she called a "frozen 
political landscape." The race between the parties had been decided 
more than a year before the election by the sheer fact that the Christian 
Democrats had nominated Franz Josef Strauss as their candidate for 
the chancellorship (Noelle-Neumann 1983). Even among conservative 
voters, Strauss seemed to have no chance against a more popular politi-
cian like Helmut Schmidt. 

The picture becomes confusing if one takes another study into 
account. For the first supranational election in West Germany, that of 
the European Parliament in 1979, Schoenbach (1983a, 118 ff.) found an 
effect opposite to that which Noelle-Neumann had discovered for 1976. 
Media use did not enhance the expectation that the Social Democrats 
would win. Rather it meant that the Christian Democrats would. Both 
watching — according to Noelle-Neumann — "leftist" television and 
reading a left-leaning newspaper were linked to that view. 
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Feist and Liepelt (1982, 622) have a simple and plausible explana-
tion for their own, Noelle-Neumann's (1977) and Schoenbach's (1983a) 
results. As a rule, they state, "heavy users" of political information in 
the mass media know more about political developments. They are 
informed earlier than other citizens about who is probably going to 
win an election. They are, for example, confronted more frequently 
than others with opinion-poll results. In the Bundestag election of 1976, 
the Social—Liberal coalition, and in the European election of 1979, the 
Christian Democrats, indeed got the major share of the votes. 

Although Noelle-Neumann herself never explicitly demonstrated 
any impact of television on voting behaviour, her 1976 results in par-
ticular were interpreted by some politicians and scholars as proof of 
the decisive power of television in German election campaigns. Their 
suspicion led to even closer political control of the public broadcasting 
organizations. 

Other media effects on images and opinions in West German elec-
tion campaigns may be summarized as follows: 

Media use evidently leads to greater political knowledge, par-
ticularly the use of media with more space and time for thor-
ough information, such as newspapers, magazines and special 
political programs on television (Schoenbach 1983a, 93 ff., 1983b; 
Horstmann 1991; Schoenbach and Eichhorn, in press). The types 
of knowledge investigated so far mostly refer to simple facts, 
such as the number of seats in Parliament to be elected, the date 
of the election, recognition of top candidates' names and the like. 
Schoenbach and Weaver (1985) assume that West German elec-
tion campaigns cause a "cognitive bonding" effect; voters' atti-
tudes and beliefs become more and more coherent as the 
campaign progresses. For example, those who regarded European 
political issues as important during the first European election 
campaign also were becoming more and more favourable toward 
European unification and vice versa. This was especially true 
for those not very interested in the election. 
Hildebrandt's (1984) analysis of the 1980 Bundestag election 
reveals that the mass media had "agenda-setting" effects, a find-
ing confirmed by Buss and Ehlers (1982, 251). "Agenda setting" 
is the notion that mass media have an impact on the topics and 
issues that voters are concerned about in election campaigns. 
Hildebrandt's study shows that electorates in counties and cities 
with more than one newspaper discussed a significantly greater 
variety of national political issues. 

Press and television also changed voters' attention toward 
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political issues in the European election campaign of 1979. Results 
were similar to those of U.S. studies (e.g., McCombs 1977) in that 
long-term effects of the press and of documentaries on televi-
sion and the short-term impact of television news could be dis-
cerned (Schoenbach 1981). For many voters, television news 
"highlights" issues shortly before election day; parts of the elec-
torate, however, are made familiar with campaign topics, for 
example by their newspapers, as early as two months ahead of 
the election. Agenda-setting effects of the press have also been 
demonstrated for the issues of a municipal election (Schoenbach 
and Eichhorn, in press). Some evidence of a "priming" effect of 
issue salience on party sympathy is demonstrated by Kepplinger 
and Brosius (1990). 
As already noted, there are clear effects of local newspapers in 
municipal election campaigns; for example on knowledge about 
the principal candidates and their perceived prominence, on 
awareness of issues, but also on party and candidate sympathy. 
Virtually never, however, was even a great amount of campaign 
coverage in local newspapers sufficient as a cause of voter 
behaviour. Almost all newspaper effects needed some sort of 
specific interest of the readers in local political matters as a "cat-
alyst" (Schoenbach and Baran 1990; Schoenbach and Eichhorn, 
in press). In other words, a still-popular notion was proven 
wrong: no one who was not at least somewhat curious about the 
election campaign was "overwhelmed" by the information sur-
rounding them; they would, in fact, show a gain in knowledge. 
Surprisingly, German mass media have had no particular influ-
ence on the turnout at elections (Schoenbach 1983a, 122ff.; Blumler 
1983). Schulz (1981) showed that the voting behaviour of most 
Germans did not even fluctuate according to their varying atti-
tudes toward what the election was about. Obviously, even today, 
most Germans regard casting their votes as an undisputed duty, 
even as a ritual. 

There are only a dozen or so empirical studies about media effects 
on election campaigns in West Germany. Unfortunately, they are scat-
tered over almost two decades and at least three levels of elections. So 
no single conclusion can be drawn as to which medium has what pre-
cise effect on the electorate. It seems that the impact of the mass media, 
although undoubtedly real, depends heavily on the specific situation 
of each election. This is not to say, of course, that no patterns of the 
media's impact on knowledge, attitudes and voting behaviour have 
been discerned. There clearly needs to be more research. 
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As far as we can see from the 1990 experience with the first free 
elections in East Germany, the potential for effects of the media is prob-
ably greater than that in the West. Party preferences according to the 
socio-economic characteristics of the voters have only just begun to 
emerge, thus making issues and candidates' images, as conveyed by 
the mass media, more important for the voting decision. 

CONCLUSIONS 
The German media system has been restructured for more than six 
years now and the publicly controlled monopoly of the electronic media 
broken up. We can already both see and expect some major conse-
quences for the role of the mass media in election campaigns. 

There may be more campaign advertising on television and radio. 
It appears likely that after a slow start, parties will buy more and 
more commercials as the number of people reached by the new 
channels increases. 
The electronic media may, moreover, also be used for local cam-
paigns. Today, "localization" is emerging as one of the most impor-
tant structural changes in the German media system. In southern 
Germany, more and more local radio stations are operating. 
Parallel to this process, probably even furthered by it, the con-
centration of the print media on the localities and neighbour-
hoods continues. 

Regarding consequences for the structure of future German elec-
tion campaigns we may expect greater specialization of campaign strate-
gies; for instance in distributing different messages to different areas. 
More local and neighbourhood media mean better chances to reach 
specific target audiences. 

Whether the way in which West German media deal with election 
campaigns has contributed to issue-oriented election campaigns and to 
enlightened voting decisions, and whether the media have strengthened 
democracy as a whole, are questions that are hard to answer. Many 
critics in Germany fear that the at least partial commercialization of 
radio and television since 1983 has endangered what they regard as 
enviably high levels of both political interest and information of the 
audience. 

Certainly there is now a relatively (not necessarily absolutely) 
smaller quantity of political information on radio and television. The 
new, more commercially oriented stations transmit more light 
entertainment, and the old channels, funded mostly by licence fees, are 
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reacting to this competition by offering more movies, shows and music 
programs. Whether this is a worrisome development, however, as far 
as the enlightenment and participation of voters is concerned, we do 
not know. Readership figures show for example, that politically inter-
ested people are turning to the elite print media for political informa-
tion and are relying less on television. 

One definitely deplorable feature of the German electronic media 
system has, however, persisted: party pressure on radio and television. 
The parties' impact on political TV coverage, in particular, has not nec-
essarily made campaign reporting more exciting or more critical. 
Admittedly, the parties may have served pluralism in Germany; they 
may once in a while have kept the electronic media from becoming too 
partial, but they have also made them overly cautious, even subservient. 
Fortunately, the parties' power has not been very important in the newly 
established commercial sector of the electronic media. As a consequence, 
however, there are signs that the parties are even tightening their grip 
on the old, public stations. 

NOTES 

In municipal elections, members of the community's council are elected. 
County council members are chosen simultaneously with local council rep-
resentatives. On the state level, members of the state Parliament (Landtag) 
are to be voted for. Every four years there is a national election in which 
the members of the national Parliament (Bundestag) in Bonn (later on in 
Berlin) are chosen. In 1979, elections to the European Parliament were added 
for the first time. 

Ballots for this purpose contain two columns: on the left, voters find the 
names of their local candidates running for a seat in Parliament. On the 
right, next to its local candidate, each party with a statewide list is named. 

In most cases the local candidates are members of the party list as well. 
Some parties — for example, the Social Democrats (sPD) — even insist that those 
who run on a state list must also run as local candidates. Their reasoning 
is that only candidates willing to campaign in their constituencies also 
deserve a position on the list, since the list might bring them into Parliament 
automatically. There are significant regional variations in the importance of 
list candidacy. For the SPD in Hamburg, for example, the list side is far less 
important, because the party normally wins most or all of the district con-
tests. But in Bavaria the opposite is true and list placement is crucial. 

In national and in most state and local elections, a 5 percent threshold applies; 
that is, only parties that win at least 5 percent of the vote (or succeed in hav-
ing a certain number of local candidates elected directly — almost never a real 
alternative) obtain seats in Parliament. 
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"Free papers" or "shoppers" have also become more and more important. 
As early as 1985, more than 900 of these weekly newspapers, most of them 
owned by daily newspapers, were published and had a circulation of about 
48 million. Free papers in West Germany contain advertising and some 
entertainment or public service reports. Only a few publish political arti-
cles, and these concentrate mainly on community politics. 

The case of the Green Party was somewhat peculiar. They had not yet been 
represented in the Bundestag, yet the broadcasting stations agreed they 
should receive more ads than other small parties because of their impor-
tance in the state elections between 1980 and 1983. 

Next to membership dues and donations, there is another important finan-
cial source for election campaigns in Germany: for every vote in a Bundestag 
or European election, a party receives five German marks from the gov-
ernment to subsidize the expenses of campaigning. Interestingly, campaign 
spending has dropped somewhat in the last 10 to 15 years. It is particularly 
noteworthy that second-rank elections, like those for the European 
Parliament, have been used to refill the parties' coffers. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE PURPOSE OF this study is to provide a description and critical 
assessment of campaign communication systems in three Scandinavian 
countries: Denmark, Norway and Sweden. Although systems in the 
three countries have many similarities, there are significant differences 
as well. An examination of the common features and the differences 
helps to identify some of the central issues in modern campaign com-
munication. These issues and their particular manifestation in the three 
countries under study here are relevant to any effort at comprehensive 
electoral reform. 

The Scandinavian countries, often just referred to as Scandinavia, 
are known around the world for a variety of attributes. After their wel-
fare systems, a key attribute is participatory democracy with a high 
turnout in national elections. Denmark, Norway and Sweden are also 
known for their highly regulated broadcasting systems, based on pub-
lic service with a very limited amount of advertising. 

This study of campaign communication in Denmark, Norway and 
Sweden places the emphasis on political parties' access to national 
broadcasting. In Scandinavia, access to national broadcasting is not 
something a political party can buy. Equal opportunity for all parties 
to communicate to the population during a campaign is the normative 
principle guiding the Scandinavian public service broadcasting insti-
tutions. As described in this study, the normative principle has resulted 
in different practices in the three countries. The Danish system takes 
the most extreme approach to equal treatment of all parties. 
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Political Parties' Attitudes to Campaign Communication 
As in other industrial democracies, the mass media are perceived as play-
ing a central role in the politics of Denmark, Norway and Sweden. The 
interplay between political parties and the mass media is a very old and 
ongoing issue for debate in these countries. According to politicians, the 
mass media are very important in the fight for attention and votes. 

Scandinavia has a long-standing tradition of linkages between 
newspapers and political parties, and for many decades the party press 
was considered a basic element of Scandinavian democracy. Nowadays, 
access to television plays a much greater role for politicians. According 
to interviews with party representatives, politicians are anxious to gain 
access to television and news programs (their primary target). Politicians 
are aware of audience resistance to what they perceive as party 
propaganda. Nevertheless, politicians consider party access to special 
programs during an election campaign period a necessity for a party, 
and television the best medium to reach audience members whose 
interest in politics is low. 

Different Types of Elections 
The Scandinavian countries have national, municipal and county elec-
tions. National elections are held regularly at four-year intervals in 
Norway and three-year intervals in Sweden. A rule of four years also 
applies to Denmark, but in practice Danish national elections are held 
every two to three years. Local media play a much greater role in local 
elections than in national elections, but are also important in national 
elections in the campaigns of local candidates and in areas where major 
social cleavages make local issues important, as is the case in Denmark. 

In addition to national, regional and local elections, Denmark, as 
a member of the European Community, has European elections. Its first 
direct election to the European Parliament was held in 1979, followed 
by elections in 1984 and 1989. The results of series of studies of these 
elections will be referred to below. 

In Scandinavia, national parliamentary elections are generally of 
greater interest to both voters and researchers than elections to the local 
and county boards. In Denmark, elections to the European Parliament 
also attract less interest than national elections and, on the basis of 
turnout, even less than local elections. 

The Structure of the Scandinavian Mass Media 
In this century, the Scandinavian mass media have developed in three 
phases relevant to political communication (Siune 1987). In the first 
phase, partisan newspapers proliferated. In the second, consolidating 
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phase, papers grew in size and decreased in number while professional 
news criteria began to dominate partisan political communication. 
Radio and, later, television became the most significant sources of infor-
mation. In the third phase, the influence of electronic mass media has 
grown, with satellites, cable, video and local broadcasting breaking the 
former monopolies. 

The constitutions of the Scandinavian countries secure everyone 
the right to print, but not a right to broadcast, which is strictly regulated 
by broadcasting acts.1  A philosophy of public service broadcasting 
without commercials has been the basis of broadcasting in Norway, 
Sweden and Denmark, although recent broadcasting acts have allowed 
the establishment of private local radio and television channels, some 
of them financed via advertising. 

Scandinavia has a long history of private ownership of national 
and local newspapers with traditional party attachments? These local 
newspapers have been the primary contact between a party and its 
supporters. Most of the press and other print media are organized 
in privately owned stock companies. Some newspapers and pub-
lishing houses have a very limited number of stockholders, some-
times private families. 

Labour newspapers are owned by trade unions. In Norway, where 
the local media play the largest role, labour papers are owned by local 
trade unions and party branches. The labour press is most popular in 
Norway, with about 20 percent of all newspaper circulation. Its share 
of total circulation is much lower in Denmark and Sweden. 

Traditionally, all political parties had their own newspaper in each 
region of the country. This system has declined, especially in Denmark, 
although state support has kept party newspapers alive in the other 
two countries. The basis for subsidizing the press is the perception that 
newspapers are of great value to the political system, and the partisan 
balance of the system is crucial. 

Norwegians read a lot of newspapers, each household buying an 
average of 1.8 papers per day, chiefly by subscription. In contrast, news-
paper reading has declined dramatically in Denmark, where newspa-
pers are increasingly sold over the counter, and economic problems have 
required them to be more market-oriented than party-oriented. Parties 
are treated according to news criteria, so that the coverage of the party 
with which the newspaper was associated is hardly distinguishable any 
more. Although content analyses show significant differences among 
Danish newspapers, analyses also show that at election time all major 
parties receive wide coverage in all newspapers. Small parties and new 
parties do not receive special treatment unless they are perceived as a 
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real challenge to the established parties. If they are a challenge, new 
parties can obtain wide coverage in the papers. Some of the new parties 
that have emerged within the last 20 years in Denmark have attracted 
wide coverage. The most important news criteria appear to be status, 
power and the ability to challenge the establishment. Colourful party 
leaders can do a lot to attract coverage, but a colourful personality is 
not enough. The expectation of influence is necessary as well. 

The parties and the voters accept differential treatment of parties 
by newspapers. They raise no complaints of newspaper bias. However, 
voters of all parties write commentaries and letters to the editor; and 
content analyses show that this method of communicating is widely 
used by all parties, not least by the small parties, which thus try to com-
pensate for their "lack" of news coverage. 

NATIONAL BROADCASTING IN SCANDINAVIA: PUBLIC SERVICE 
Public service broadcasting institutions are in principle independent 
public institutions with the purpose of broadcasting news, informa-
tion and entertainment to the whole population. In Scandinavia, 
broadcasting belonged for decades to national monopolies, and 
the responsibility for radio and, later, television was given to 
Norsk Rikskringkasting (NRK) in Norway, to Danmarks Radio (DR) in 
Denmark and to Sveriges Radio (sR) in Sweden. The monopoly these 
institutions held was broken during the 1980s, but many normative 
expectations are still alive in relation to these "old" broadcasting com-
panies. Among such expectations is balance in politics. 

It might be said that public service broadcasting institutions are 
trapped in a triangle of influences: the political authorities, the audience 
and the journalists. All three represent challenges to ideas like balance, 
relevance, quality and independence. Heavy reliance on only one of these 
bases will easily transform the broadcasting company into a political 
commissariat, a purely commercial company or a paternalistic institu-
tion (Ostbye 1991). There are many external pressures, especially in rela-
tion to political communication, and the principles for party access to 
broadcasting can be seen as a form of protection against such pressures. 

Rules for Party Access to Broadcasting 
Special regulations are set for party access to broadcasting during elec-
tion campaign time. The rules are set by the broadcasting organ-
izations themselves. Neither the government nor the state as such has 
direct influence on the rules for party access to broadcasting. 
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Denmark: Equal Access for All Parties 
In Denmark, all parties are treated alike by the former monopoly chan-
nel, Danmarks Radio (DR) (1989; 1990). The guiding principle has been 
equal access for all parties participating in an election. This principle has 
been strengthened by a statement from the ombudsman and by a Supreme 
Court decision. Whether a political party is new or old, small or big, rep-
resented in the Folketing, the national Parliament, or not, once accepted 
by the Ministry of Internal Affairs as running in the announced election, 
the party is allocated free time on Danish national radio and television. 
Free time means access on an equal footing to special election programs 
in the format decided by the broadcasting company. To be accepted by 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs, "a party has to collect signatures amount-
ing to 1/175 of the valid votes cast in the previous election."3  

Acceptance of new parties challenging the established parties in 
the national elections is part of Danish democracy. Yet while receptive 
to the formation of new parties, Danes do not necessarily vote for them. 
These attitudes are reflected in responses to new parties seeking access 
to broadcasting. Often, parties able to collect the required number of sig-
natures obtain a much smaller number of votes on election day. 

Although no equal access rule applies to the new television chan-
nel, TV 2, no parties have complained.4  On the DR channel, all parties 
get a public forum in the form of a 10-minute program followed by a 
half-hour program during which journalists question the party that 
just presented its platform. At the end of the question segment, a rep-
resentative from the party, usually the leader, has the opportunity to 
close the session with a three-minute statement. 

The party presentations may be produced by the parties themselves 
or made in cooperation with the broadcasting company. If the program 
is produced outside the popular Danmarks Radio, the political party 
receives a fixed amount of money from the station to produce it.5  There 
is no limit to the amount of money a party can spend on the produc-
tion of the party platform. Over the years, a variety of types of party 
presentations has developed. Some parties choose to let their leader 
use all the available time to talk about the party, but such programs 
built totally around the party leader are no longer the dominant type. 
Programs in which series of politicians or voters recommend their party 
have been very common. The most recent development is the presen-
tation of stories built around a young voter telling about the advan-
tages to be gained if the party in question is strengthened. A very subtle 
program building on a cartoon was used in the most recent election by 
the major opposition party, the Social Democrats; it was widely praised 
and generally accepted as an innovative way of presenting a party. 
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Over the campaign period of approximately three weeks, each 
party is assigned a series of programs in prime time, beginning at 
8:00 PM. The total campaign broadcast time for each party amounts to 
approximately one hour, including time in panel debates. Dates are 
allocated according to the size of the party. The largest party receives 
first choice, and usually selects the last possible day before the election. 
With respect to scheduling on radio, the parties choose in the opposite 
order as a counterbalance. 

By tradition, a panel debate featuring one representative from each 
party is broadcast on DR radio as well as on television. Based again on 
the principle of equal time, this debate is held two days before election 
day. The program usually takes three hours. 

The day before election day is typically exempt from election pro-
grams. The idea behind this day — exempt from political propaganda —
is that voters should be allowed time to digest the relatively heavy 
amount of political communication they had been exposed to, and to 
decide which party to vote for. 

When the broadcasting monopoly was broken, the major event 
of relevance to election communication on the new channel, TV 2, was 
the introduction of a panel debate on the night before election day. 
Another break with tradition was limitation of the panel to repre-
sentatives of parties perceived to be significant. News criteria now 
generally prevail over established traditions during campaigns, par-
ticularly if there are no normative obligations on the broadcaster. 
(Normative obligations are found in Danmarks Radio with respect to 
non-election time, when DR gives all parties special coverage of their 
annual meetings.) 

Norway: Criteria for Equitable Media Access 
Provision of party access to broadcasting in Norway differs significantly 
from the approach taken in Denmark. The guidelines for Norsk 
Rikskringkasting's (NRK's) election programs specify that NRK decides 
which parties will be allowed to participate in its programs as well as 
the type of programs to be aired (Norsk Rikskringkasting 1988). This 
principle is in accordance with a statement from the Norwegian ombuds-
man. In contrast with the Danish situation, the Norwegian ombudsman 
concluded that decisions about "who, when and how" belonged exclu-
sively to NRK. 

Political-party access to broadcasting has been labelled "minute 
democracy" in Norway as well as in Denmark. The principle does not, 
however, apply to all parties running in an election. 

To receive "equal treatment" during a national election in Norway, 
a party must meet three criteria: 
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It must have been represented in the Norwegian Parliament, the 
Storting, during one of the last two election periods. 
It must have run candidates in a majority of the districts. 
It must have a current national organization. 

How many representatives each party is allowed on the broadcast 
election programs is decided by the broadcasting company NRK during 
a given election. The principle for access is that the same number of 
participants and the same amount of time are allowed to all parties ful-
filling the above criteria. The government as such has its own repre-
sentative on programs where all political parties are present. This type 
of program is usually a final panel debate. The government represen-
tative will often be the leading minister, speaking on behalf of the gov-
ernment, rather than a party spokesperson. Another exception to the 
principle that equal time is allotted to all parties fulfilling the criteria 
is a party in a coalition that forms the government, or a party that is a 
clear alternative to the government, which is allowed more than one rep-
resentative in the final debate. The modifications to the criteria for a 
given election are decided by NRK. 

The Norwegian programming format does not provide the par-
ties time to present their own platforms as in Denmark. Instead, can-
didates respond to questions from journalists or a panel of voters. 
Parties not qualified for "equal treatment" on Norwegian television, 
which means parties not fulfilling all three criteria due to lack of rep-
resentation in the Storting, but acknowledged as running in the elec-
tion, will be dealt with in shorter programs combining information 
and questioning. 

In Norway, which has major regional differences, regional pro-
grams play a much greater role than in Denmark. However, the rules 
for access are the same as for access to national broadcasting, that is, the 
criteria mentioned above. A special clause gives all recognized national 
minorities putting forward candidates for regional representation to 
the national Parliament access to regional channels. There is no such 
minority clause in Denmark. 

Access to national television and radio in local and county elec-
tions in Norway follows the same lines as for national elections. There 
is, however, a requirement that the party be organized, with candidates 
in at least one-fourth of the "communes" (municipalities). 

Sweden: Equal Access for Parliamentary Parties 
In Sweden, only parties represented in the national Parliament, the 
Riksdag, have equal access to the national radio and television. The 
program structure is based on questions to party leaders on both national 
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radio and television. The direct broadcast takes place in prime time, 
and is repeated the following day, subtitled, to ensure general under-
standing among minority language groups. 

Small parties not represented in the Riksdag have only limited 
access to national broadcasting, and do not participate in the specially 
arranged issue-oriented debates or in the final debate. Over the years, 
parties not represented in the Riksdag have complained of their limited 
access to radio and television, but Swedish broadcasting (now organ-
ized into two separate independent units, Sveriges Television and 
Sveriges Riksradio under Sveriges Radio) has been adamant. Under 
the broadcasting act,6  it is this broadcasting organization that decides 
on the parties' access. The order of appearance is decided by lot. 

The principle that only parties represented in the Riksdag have 
access is well established, but in practice it is flexible. In the 1988 elec-
tion, two minor parties not represented in the Riksdag were included 
in the issue-oriented debates because they were seen — by Swedish 
radio and Swedish television — as having special positions on issues 
debated at that election. The same happened in the 1991 election when 
two parties not represented in the Riksdag got access to the types of 
programs usually restricted to parties already in Parliament. The argu-
ment in this instance was that both these parties stood high in opinion 
polls and therefore should be included in the broadcast debates. One 
of these parties garnered enough votes to win representation in the 
new Riksdag (i.e., in Sweden, more than 4 percent). 

In news programs on Swedish radio and television during election 
campaigns, ordinary news criteria prevail.? Journalists are not uncon-
cerned with balance, but there are no special rules to ensure fairness 
in news programs during a campaign. It is considered legitimate to 
cover parties solely due to the perceived news value of their activities. 

Equal Access for All Parties Equals Instability? 
Within Scandinavia, the Danish principle of equal access for all parties, 
including new parties, is considered to be an element that could even-
tually create political instability. For a time in the 1970s, 10 parties, some 
of them new, were represented in the national Parliament. The break-
up of the Danish party structure in the 1970s is seen as a result of the 
weakening or disappearance of the party press combined with easy 
access to television for new parties (Hadenius 1983). The 1991 national 
election in Sweden resulted in the change from six to seven parties in 
the Riksdag. Mass media were blamed by several commentators, while 
others put the blame for the political change on the former governing 
party, the Social Democrats, and its policies. Television coverage helped 
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the two outside parties get attention but the electorate's attention was 
drawn to the new populist party "New Democrats" before the election 
campaign as such had begun. 

NEW LOCAL BROADCASTING CHANNELS 
The Scandinavian countries experimented with local radio and televi- 
sion in the 1980s. Apart from controversial financial arrangements —
funding partly from public and partly from private money — the major 
issue was the appropriate use of local broadcasting for politics. The 
decentralization of the electronic mass media raised expectations that 
politics would become much more relevant to the local citizen with 
local television as a counterweight to the tendency to centralize via 
national television. 

Today permanent fixtures in Scandinavia, radio and television are 
now organized according to a new set of regulations. Income from 
advertising is accepted in Norway and Denmark, but not in Sweden. 
Local media are now used for political campaigning, and it is not sub-
ject to regulation. 

The local media play a role in local politics, but their long-standing 
dream of stimulating local political activity did not come to fruition. In 
reality, very few channels serve the original goal of decentralizing polit-
ical life. The majority of the local channels have become much more 
than an instrument for local political activity, programming locally edited 
entertainment such as music shows and bingo. 

Nevertheless, with the establishment of a large number of local 
channels, political parties have gained more avenues for access to local 
audiences. In Denmark, the practice is that parties receive access, some-
times free and sometimes paid for, to air their political messages to a 
local audience. During the Danish national election campaign in 
January 1984, 70 percent of the local stations were asked by political 
parties to air election campaign material, and two-thirds of them agreed. 
During the European election later in 1984, fewer agreed to do so 
(Denmark, Ministry of Culture 1985). Most party requests were to air 
pre-produced tapes, but some sought transmission of press releases, 
arrangements for cross-party political debates or interviews with can-
didates. Only 12 of 68 radio stations accepted the parties' prepared 
tapes, according to a survey by the Ministry of Culture. The main rea-
son for refusing their offer was the desire to remain non-political or 
neutral. 

Due to the problematic financial state of private radio stations today, 
they are now more willing to sell air time to political parties. As a result, 
political communication depends on the parties' campaign budgets. 
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The budgets vary a great deal, thus introducing an imbalance in favour 
of wealthy parties and candidates. 

PAID ADVERTISING IN NEWSPAPERS 
Paid advertising in newspapers plays a significant role in election cam-
paigns in all Scandinavian countries. A substantial amount of money 
is spent on advertising, and the differences in financial capacity among 
the political parties are vast. The response from voters as shown in elec-
tion studies, however, suggests that this is not the most efficient way 
to spend money (although the money could be crucial in a given situ-
ation). In general, relatively few voters refer to advertisements as their 
means of obtaining information. In Denmark, approximately 5 percent 
of the population refer to advertisements as a source of information.8  

VOTERS: TIME OF DECISIONS 
In the 1985 Norwegian election, 25 percent of the voters had not yet 
decided how to vote two weeks before election day.9  When opinion 
polls indicate a close race between the government and an opposition 
coalition — as in Norwayl° and in Sweden11  in the 1985 elections — the 
number of "undecided" voters stimulates the use of mass media in the 
final part of the campaign, and leads to a concentration on party 
leaders. 

Danish election surveys during the 1980s have shown that although 
the majority of voters have decided how to vote before the election 
campaign period (see table 4.1), a considerable proportion of the 
electorate decides during the campaign or the last few days before 
election day. 

Table 4.1 
Time of decision to vote for a specific party in four Danish national elections 
(percentages) 

1981 1984 1987 1988 

Before election campaign 72 77 76 69 

During election campaign 13 12 10 10 

During the last few days 15 11 13 17 

Don't know — — 1 4 

Total 100 100 100 100 

N (842) (921) (1022) (670) 

Source: Danish Data Archive. 
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VOTERS' USE OF THE MEDIA FOR POLITICAL INFORMATION 
Scandinavian voters rely rather heavily on the mass media for elec-
tion information. The majority of Danes follow political campaigns on 
television, either for information or out of habit (Sauerberg 1976). 
Television is their primary source of information, but its dominance 
varies from election to election (see table 4.2). The old DR channel is 
viewed considerably more for this purpose than the new TV 2 channel. 
The use of newspapers has remained relatively constant over the last 
two decades, whereas the use of radio has declined, but is now relatively 
stable. 

The media's capacity to educate and to give information to voters 
has been discussed at length. Surveys show that there are differences 
between subjective perception and objective measures. A significant, 
but varying, proportion of voters follows the national election cam-
paigns on television to find out which party to vote for. Twenty-three per-
cent did so in 1975, and 35 percent did so in 1973 when Denmark had 
several new potentially very powerful parties running for election. While 
this proportion fell to 14 percent in 1987, 16 percent responded that tele-
vision had been a significant help for them in deciding which party to 
vote for in 1988. Though a minority, these voters nevertheless represent 
a sizable number of people open to influence. Among young people, 
22 percent indicated that television helped them. Support is especially 
strong among the youngsters in Denmark for the principles of equal 

Table 4.2 
Most important source of information in four Danish elections 
(percentages) 

1987 1988 1989 1990 

Television 37 51 34 46 

Newspapers 29 24 27 28 

Radio 7 6 13 8 

Conversation 8 9 8 5 

Other 9 5 4 6 

Don't know 9 5 15 7 

Total 99* 100 101* 100 

N (811) (878) (547) (1194) 

Source: Danmarks Radio surveys, three national elections (1987, 1988 and 1990) and 
one European election (1989). 

*Percentages do not total 100 due to rounding. 
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treatment and equal time for all parties. For these young voters, tele-
vision functions as a necessary window to the parties.12  

The question has been raised as to how effective the different media 
are in helping parties convert voters. This is not an easy question to 
answer. A summary statement might be that television has shown a 
stronger potential power to convert voters than any other medium. But 
whether it so functions in a given election depends totally on those 
using the medium as an information source. A high interest in politics 
and a high degree of knowledge about political parties often indicated 
by higher education function to protect the viewer against conversion. 
Low interest, limited knowledge and a high degree of exposure to tele-
vision enhance the influence of the medium. 

In several instances in Scandinavia, the mass media have changed 
voter opinion during the campaign period as a result of either specific 
programs or the performance of a single politician. There is not, how-
ever, any firm information about a percentage of voters normally per-
suaded during an election campaign. Since surveys in Denmark indicate 
that between 25 percent and 33 percent of voters make up their minds 
about whom to vote for during the campaign period or its very last 
days,13  it is clear that the mass media have a sizable potential to 
influence voters. 

Competition from Commercial Channels 
The introduction of an alternative national television channel in 
Denmark has received much study. The expectation was that when the 
Danes had a chance to avoid traditional election campaign coverage, 
fewer would follow campaigns than usual. During the European elec-
tion in 1989, surveys initiated by Danmarks Radio (DR) found fewer 
viewers of election programs than in the national election campaigns 
in 1987 and 1988. This was explained primarily by the limited interest 
in European elections (Nordahl Svendsen 1989). In 1990, during the 
most recent national election, DR also found a reduction in the number 
of viewers of the traditional election programs. The mean share of view-
ers for the party presentations and question-and-answer session was 
13 percent, only half the size of the normal audience for an election 
campaign in Denmark. This time, the reduction was a result of the 
competition from TV 2, which was showing a special Christmas 
program series that attracted a substantial number of voters; when the 
program stopped, however, they turned to watching election 
programs (Nordahl Svendsen 1991). 
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ASSESSMENT OF CAMPAIGN COMMUNICATION IN DENMARK 
The equality principle that forms the basis for election communication 
on national television in Denmark has been evaluated in several elec-
tions. (There has been much less evaluation of campaign communica-
tion in Norway and Sweden.) In national elections, 85 percent of Danish 
voters support the principle that all parties, regardless of the number 
of parties running in an election, have the right to have their own pre-
sentation program on television (see table 4.3). The majority sets so 
high a democratic norm that less than 10 percent of Danes dare to say 
no. With an alternative national channel, the Danes can always escape 
political communication, but they support very strongly the principle 
of equal access, and not only access to programs run by journalists. 
They support debates as well. National election studies indicate that 
43 percent of the voters followed the panel debate in 1988, 45 percent 
in 1987.14  

Elderly voters follow most of the presentation programs, which 
are also closely watched by young voters. In 1988, voters were asked 
whether they favoured the idea of dropping the programs presenting 
the parties' platforms, but keeping the "cross-fire" program on which 
journalists question party representatives. Nearly half of the voters 
favoured dropping the presentation programs, but a sizable minority 
of 29 percent wanted them to continue. Young people, in particular, 
wanted this type of program retained. These programs had been kept 
at the time of writing. 

Table 4.3 
Danish voters' attitudes to the principle of equal access to television for all parties 
running in an election 
(percentages) 

1987 1988 1989 1990 

In favour 82 85 75 85 

Opposed 9 6 9 11 

Don't know 8 10 17 4 

Total 99* 101' 101' 100 

N (811) (878) (547) (1194) 

Source: Danmarks Radio surveys, three national elections (1987, 1988 and 1990) and 
one European election (1989). 

Percentages do not total 100 due to rounding. 
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Table 4.4 

Danish voters' attitudes to a proposal to drop party presentation programs but keep 
the "cross-fire" program 
(percentages) 

All Socialists 
Social 

Democrats Bourgeois 

In favour 45 37 45 51 

Opposed 29 45 30 28 

Don't know 26 18 25 21 

N (765) (143) (194) (213) 

Source: Danmarks Radio survey, 1988 national election. 

When voters were questioned about the "minute democracy" based 
on the principle of equal time for all parties, even during debates, a strong 
majority (66 percent) were in favour (Danmarks Radio survey, 1988). 

PERSPECTIVES ON THE CURRENT CAMPAIGN COMMUNICATION SYSTEMS 
In Scandinavia, there are principles for access by political parties to 
broadcast time during an election campaign period. Access is not equal, 
however, and it is not allocated according to the same principles in 
Norway, Sweden and Denmark. Denmark has the most extreme system 
of equality, with equal time for all parties in special election programs. 

Equity is a more appropriate label for the systems which give par-
ties in Norway and Sweden access to broadcasting. The equity princi-
ple provides access in a more or less equal way, favouring the already 
established parties and the government. 

Political balance is a principle of all public service broadcasting in 
Scandinavia. Numerous studies have been made of the actual balance 
achieved. In general, they have found that the principles formulated 
in the guidelines are followed. 

The practice of putting the issue of balance on the agenda makes 
journalists very aware of the responsibility spelled out in the broad-
casting rules. Balance in the treatment of political parties is carefully 
watched, and ultimately influences the journalists' perceptions. 
Journalists must decide about the kind of journalistic function they 
want to perform, and choose the medium accordingly. The role of a 
political mediator is different from the role of a political watchdog. 
There has been a trend in the direction of more critical journalism, most 
notably in connection with election programs on television, but the rit-
ual role of journalist as transmitter still dominates. 
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Various election studies indicate that from the voter's point of view, 
the importance of the mass media is high. Voters use the media as a 
means of obtaining political information, deeming television the most 
important. Television's importance as a source of information and help 
in deciding how to vote is greater for voters with moderate or low inter-
est in politics than for those whose interest is high. 

Second most important as a source of information are newspapers, 
which are mentioned more often by the more highly educated than 
television is. The Norwegians are slightly more newspaper-oriented 
than the Danes and the Swedes. 

New technologies are not expected to change the format of elec-
tion campaigning significantly. However, teletext can be used for infor-
mation. The broadcasting companies in Denmark used teletext widely 
in the most recent election to report opinion polls and election results 
from different constituencies. The teletext service, consisting of pages 
with detailed election results, aired on television and selected by indi-
vidual viewers, was used widely by citizens during the election cam-
paign. To date, however, no party has bought time to present their party 
platforms on teletext, although it could be established as a permanent 
service. Videotape cassettes have been used by individual politicians, 
as have audio recordings. Audio tapes have been mailed to households, 
but not to a very wide extent. No studies of their impact have been 
published. 

Television is considered the best medium to target hard-to-reach 
voters — especially in Norway — and to reduce barriers to political par-
ticipation. Television also reaches viewers who are not very interested 
in politics, but if a variety of channels is available as in Canada, it offers 
these potential voters a means of escape from politics as well. The sup-
ply can be regulated as well as the access, but viewer choice cannot. 

Table 4.5 
Television as a source of information and help in decision making for voters 
(percentages) 

Political interest 

High Some Low 

Television most important 39 51 59 

Election programs on TV helped 11 18 15 

N (175) (391) (312) 

Source: Danmarks Radio survey, 1988. 
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Stereotyping of women and minorities has not been a particular 
problem in election campaigning in Scandinavia. Women candidates 
typically participate in broadcast programs side by side with their male 
colleagues. Where minorities exist, they often raise an issue needing 
coverage, but there is no special model designed to deal with this in 
Scandinavia. Public service obligations are in principle the best pro-
tection against biased coverage of all minorities, unless special channels 
(i.e., local channels) are made available to minorities. 

There is no institutionalized assessment of campaigns, but in practice 
all parties as well as the media assess campaign activities when the elec-
tion results are discussed. After every election, the quality of election cov-
erage is up for discussion, and between elections this issue is a frequent 
topic of discussion. Although parties and politicians, who are keenly inter-
ested in having access to the mass media, often blame the media for their 
lack of success, that too is an element of a democratic society. 

Standards for publication of opinion polls have been discussed, 
but so far no special standard has been agreed upon. The media are 
very interested given that they all produce and publish opinion polls. 
Politics remains of interest to both the voters and the mass media in 
Scandinavia, and the polls are an important element in the Scandinavian 
democracies (Elklit 1988). 

A Comparative Evaluation of the Systems 
In Scandinavia, a series of regulations determines party access to national 
public service—oriented radio and television during election campaigns. 

The normative background for all three Scandinavian countries 
is equitable access for all parties, and the motivation is the desire to 
strengthen participatory democracy. A high level of information about 
political parties one can choose among at a given election is consid-
ered a prerequisite for the Scandinavian democracies. Serving the 
voter's needs is the primary goal of campaign communications in 
public service broadcasting. 

The normative principle remaining the same, practice in the three 
Scandinavian countries nevertheless differs. In Denmark, party access 
to broadcasting on the old national channels belonging to 
Danmarks Radio is not dependent on whether a party is new or old, 
represented in Parliament or not. All parties putting forward candidates 
and accepted as running in a given election have the same access to the 
same type of programs and the same amount of time as old parties. 
Parties forming the government are not treated differently than other 
parties in the special series of election programs. In contrast, Norwegian 
and Swedish practice favours established parties with parliamentary 
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representation. In this way, Norway and Sweden reinforce the status 
quo, making it harder for new parties to gain access to broadcasting 
and to national Parliaments. 

News programs are free to follow ordinary journalistic practice in 
covering elections in Scandinavia, and this is the most common way 
for new parties to reach the voters and make the electorate aware of 
them. If regulations for special election campaign programs did not 
exist, access would be completely dependent on journalistic news cri-
teria, with a heavy emphasis on power positions, conflict and the indi-
vidual politician's ability to perform on television. 

From the Scandinavian perspective, some kind of regulation of 
campaign communication on the national broadcasting media is advis-
able. The Danish model, combining direct presentation of party plat-
forms with a press conference format, and featuring substantially equal 
access for all parties, is the system that appears to serve the needs of 
democracy best. Danish voters endorse this view, as shown in the sur-
veys referred to in this study. 

The turbulence experienced in the Danish political system in the 
1970s might be explained by the easy access given new parties to the 
mass media. However, experience since then has shown that access to 
the mass media for new and small parties on equal footing with other 
parties is definitely not enough for a party to win seats in the national 
Parliament. Only a very few new parties are successful. Access to the 
mass media may be seen as a necessary but not sufficient condition for 
electoral success. 

NOTES 

For descriptions of broadcasting institutions in Scandinavia, see 
Kleinsteuber et al. (1986). 

The history of newspapers in Scandinavia is included in national reports 
in Euromedia Research Group (1991). 

The Danish Folketing has 175 seats and the threshold is equivalent to one 
seat, at present approximately 20 000 votes. The minimum required for 
representation in the Folketing is 2 percent of actual votes. 

According to information from TV 2, only one party complained to TV 2 
in writing, and few politicians called TV 2 to complain, but neither a party 
political debate nor a parliamentary debate has been raised. 

For the 1990 election it was approximately Cdn.$11 500 dollars per party. 
The amount was estimated as the normal cost of a 10-minute television 
production in a studio, and the money was taken from Danmarks Radio's 
operating budget. 
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The Swedish broadcasting act contains special provisions empowering 
the broadcasting organization to decide who has access. 

Information in correspondence from Sveriges Riksradio and Sveriges 
Television, March 1991. 

Data from Danish Data Archive, various election surveys. 

According to Professor Henry Valen of the Norwegian election research 
program in a statement on Danish television, DR, 28 August 1985. 

Article in the newspaper Politiken, Copenhagen, 1 September 1985. 

"TV-Avisen," Denmark, 2 September 1985, referred to a 1 percent difference 
between government and opposition. 

Data from Danish Data Archive combined with results of a survey by 
Danmarks Radio. 

Data from Danish Data Archive, various election studies. 

Data from surveys taken from Danmarks Radio. 
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CAMPAIGN 
COMMUNICATION IN 

AUSTRALIAN ELECTIONS 

John Warhurst 

THIS STUDY DESCRIBES and discusses the system of campaign commu-
nication that operates for elections to the Parliament of the Common-
wealth of Australia. The Parliament includes a lower house, the House 
of Representatives, with 148 members, and an upper house, the Senate, 
with 76 members. Elections are held frequently because the govern-
ment often does not allow the House of Representatives to complete 
its three-year term. The present government, led by Bob Hawke of the 
Australian Labor Party, has won four elections — in 1983, 1984, 1987 and 
1990.1  Elections for the two houses need not be held simultaneously. 
Usually an election is called for the House of Representatives and half 
of the Senate; sometimes for the House of Representatives and the full 
Senate. The last occasion in which an election was held for the House 
of Representatives alone was in 1972. 

Furthermore, this study largely concentrates on the campaign 
communication system occurring at the macro-level of national 
and state campaigns. Less attention is paid to the style of campaigning 
and communication that takes place in the 148 individual electorates 
across the country. Such a focus is justified because, increasingly, the 
major political actors are focusing their campaigns at the national and 
state levels. These campaigns spend the bulk of the campaign funds, they 
involve the major political leaders, they determine the images that are 
presented and the issues that are raised, and ultimately, they contribute 
most to the outcome of the elections. 

THE POLITICAL PARTY SYSTEM 
Australian elections are dominated by three major political parties: the 
Australian Labor Party, the Liberal Party of Australia and the National 
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Party of Australia (Jaensch 1989). The latter two always form a coali-
tion when in government, and generally do so in opposition. However, 
they run individual and somewhat competitive election campaigns 
that are, at best, only loosely coordinated. 

In elections for the House of Representatives, the candidates of the 
three major political parties poll the overwhelming percentage of 
the votes, only rarely falling below 90 percent. The 1990 elections, in 
which other candidates polled 17.2 percent of the vote, were very much 
the exception to the general rule (Mackerras 1990, 205, table A.23). As 
a consequence, the candidates of other political parties or independent 
parties are very rarely successful. There have been no successful candi-
dates from minor parties over the past 40 years, and only two successful 
independents (a genuine independent elected in 1990 and another in 
1966, who had previously represented the Australian Labor Party) 
(ibid., table A.24). 

The picture in elections for the Senate is slightly different and some-
what more encouraging for minor parties and independents. Two minor 
parties, the Democratic Labor Party, between 1955 and 1970, and the 
Australian Democrats, since 1977, have managed substantial success, 
and there has been at least one independent candidate elected at each 
Senate election since 1961 (Mackerras 1990, 206, table A.26). Nonetheless, 
the major parties still predominate, and over the past 40 years their 
percentage of the vote has not fallen beneath 80 percent (ibid., 205, 
table A.25). 

In the Australian federal system, the major political parties have 
traditionally been state-based. The national parties have been federa-
tions of independent state parties. The state branches of the major 
parties are still responsible for the preselection of candidates, party 
organization and fund-raising, and they have some say in the organ-
izing of election campaigns for the House of Representatives and the 
Senate. However, the parties have been growing more centralized over 
the past 20 years or so, and in the case of the Australian Labor Party and 
the Liberal party especially, campaigns for Commonwealth elections 
are now largely run on a national basis. 

THE ELECTORAL SYSTEM 
Australian voting methods have long been complex and have become 
more so since the Hawke government introduced changes prior to the 
1984 elections (Aitkin et al. 1989, 145-63). The members of the House 
of Representatives are elected from single-member electorates by full 
preferential voting. Under this system, voters rank the candidates. If 
no candidate wins an absolute majority of "first preference" votes, then 
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the least popular candidates are in turn excluded and their votes 
distributed to the other candidates according to the preference of the 
voter, until one candidate finally has an absolute majority. 

The Senate is elected by proportional representation, with twelve 
senators coming from each of the six states and two from each of the 
two territories. When six senators are to be elected from each state in 
an ordinary "half-Senate" election, the quota to be reached for election 
is 14.3 percent, while the quota is 7.7 percent when all twelve senators 
are up for election. Prior to the 1984 elections, a major variation was 
introduced. Political parties are now able to register a ticket that allo-
cates preferences according to the parties' wishes. Voters can now 
support the ticket by registering a single preference. 

These methods differ not only from each other but also from those 
in operation in a number of states. For example, in New South Wales, 
the largest state, optional preferential voting, in which voters have the 
choice of allocating preferences if they wish, was introduced for state 
elections in 1981. There was a relatively high level of informal voting 
for the House of Representatives elections in 1984 and, to a lesser extent, 
in following elections because of the juxtaposition of full preference 
voting in that house with the possibility of registering a single prefer-
ence in the elections for the Senate. 

Voting is compulsory for all elections in Australia. Therefore 
campaign communication is concerned less with voter turnout and more 
with the mechanics of voting. It is customary for political parties and for 
some other groups to distribute how-to-vote cards at polling places on 
election day. Generally, only the major parties are able to organize enough 
supporters to arrange for a representative to be in attendance at each 
polling place in each electorate during voting hours, which are from 
8:00 AM till 6:00 PM. Voting always takes place on a Saturday. 

ELECTION CAMPAIGN COMMUNICATION 
The major communicators in Australian election campaigns are the 
participants which include the political parties and independent candi-
dates, pressure groups and others who participate indirectly; the commu-
nication media, commercial and government, that report and comment 
on the campaigning; and the government agencies responsible for 
conducting the elections and monitoring election campaigning. 

The Australian Electoral Commission (AEC) is the government statu-
tory authority responsible for the conduct of elections. As part of this 
task, the AEC undertakes a major program of voter education both 
between and during election campaigns. Its concerns include moti-
vating unregistered voters, particularly the young, to put themselves 
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on the electoral roll, reducing informal voting, and informing isolated 
voters and indigenous peoples. The latter function is conducted by the 
Aboriginal and Islander Electoral Information Service. 

The three major political parties are perhaps the most significant 
actors of those who engage in campaign communication. Their 
campaigns are centralized and shaped by national considerations. They 
use the media extensively, particularly television, which reaches a 
greater percentage of the electorate than either radio or the press. 
Television is a costly medium, and therefore, it is difficult for other 
actors to gain access to it. 

The media outlets themselves tend to be interested only in the 
leaders of the major political parties. One aspect of this concentration 
on leadership has been televised debates during the 1984 and 1990 elec-
tion campaigns between the prime minister and the leader of the 
Opposition. The general tendency to concentrate on a few well-known 
leaders also makes it difficult for anyone but the three major parties to 
communicate effectively with the electorate. 

The major parties have great faith in, and yet fear the power of, the 
media. There is a general belief that if a party has superior campaign 
communication skills, it has gone a long way toward success in elections. 
Therefore, the major parties are unstinting in the resources they devote 
to campaign communication, especially via the media, and unscrupu-
lous in their approach to communication. Their fear of the media is 
reflected in the continuance of an electronic blackout: political adver-
tising through the electronic media is forbidden by legislation for 
48 hours prior to polling day. 

The escalating cost of political advertising on the electronic media 
threatens to drive the major parties close to bankruptcy and makes it 
extremely difficult for other parties and groups to campaign through the 
electronic media. While there has been provision since 1984 for public 
funding of election campaigns, such funding can only ameliorate and 
not solve the financial problems of the major parties. The same is true for 
the limited provisions for free time for political parties campaigning via 
the electronic media. The criteria for allocating both public funding and 
free time are based largely on past election performance, so small parties 
receive little assistance, and new, unproven parties receive none at all. 

The campaigns of the major parties are increasingly driven not 
only by party platforms but also by public opinion research. Public 
opinion research affects the media campaigns and the direct-mail 
techniques of communication that are being increasingly utilized by 
the parties. Public opinion polls are also a major source of campaign 
news and are much in demand by the media. 
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There are, in practice, no effective limitations on the content of 
campaign communication. Existing regulations against misleading polit-
ical advertising were given such a narrow interpretation by the courts 
when they were tested in the early 1980s that they were removed from 
the Commonwealth Electoral Act in 1983. An attempt to find a new form 
of words was short-lived and essentially rejected as unworkable by the 
major parties. Interestingly, arguments about the ethics of campaign 
advertising often originate in major party attacks on the minor parties 
as well as in competition among the major parties. Allegations of impro-
priety often relate to the advice given by parties to electors about the 
system of voting and hence the "meaning" of their vote. 

The electronic media are divided between the commercial and 
government sectors. The government broadcaster is the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), which operates both a television and 
radio network. Despite having a minority share of the electronic audi-
ence, the ABC, rather than the larger commercial networks, is the prime 
focus of government and community concerns about issues in campaign 
communication such as balance and access. Of greatest concern is 
undoubtedly the issue of balance among the major political parties. 
The question of imbalance between the major parties and the rest seems 
of little concern. 

The ABCs charter calls upon it to be balanced in all political matters, 
including election coverage. Balance in this context means a balance 
between the two "sides," and during almost every election campaign, 
there are allegations of imbalance. As the ABC is considered by its 
critics to be to the "left" of ideological centre, such allegations usually 
come from the parties of the "right," the Liberal and National parties. 
Much less attention is paid to the election coverage of the commercial 
electronic media. 

There has been a great deal of controversy about the news and 
editorial policies of the press during election campaigns. The privately 
owned press has traditionally supported the Liberal and National 
parties editorially, although that has not always been the case with 
some proprietors in recent years. Most often the critics have come from 
the "left" and include leaders of the Australian Labor Party (ALP) and, 
occasionally, journalists. There is no effective regulation of this medium 
of campaign communication, other than that which is provided by 
instruments of self-regulation, such as the Press Council, and codes of 
professional ethics. 

The ABC chooses to provide some free time for political parties 
during campaigns, though it is not duty-bound to do so. It allo-
cates this time using its own rules, a practice consistent with its 
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responsibility of ensuring balance. While the commercial broadcasters 
do not provide free time, they do broadcast some campaign events free 
of charge, such as the opening policy speeches of the major political 
parties. 

Regulation of political advertising is carried out by the Australian 
Broadcasting Tribunal (ABT). The ABT polices the electronic blackout, 
monitors guidelines for the amount of paid political advertising allowed 
over any time period, and records all political advertising over the elec-
tronic media during election campaigns. While it may respond to 
complaints, its major value lies in its published post-election reports, 
which provide full and detailed information on paid political adver-
tising during election campaigns. 

There are many aspects of campaign communication in Australia 
about which there is no consensus among those actively involved in 
election campaigning. Policies are unsettled, and there have been 
changes in many areas over the past decade. There is continuing concern 
about balance and bias in the print and electronic media and contin-
uing debate about various campaign-related matters, such as free time, 
public funding, the electronic blackout and the type of campaign 
communication allowed through the media. These concerns have been 
summed up as involving the Democratic principle and the Quality 
principle. A recent authoritative discussion of these issues, including 
the alternative points of view expressed by the major political parties, 
is contained in Who Pays the Piper Calls the Tune (Australia 1989). 

It is against this volatile background that the Hawke government 
foreshadowed, in March 1991, a package of new legislation. This legis-
lation proposed to ban all political advertising on the electronic media, 
whether during an election campaign or not. The package also included 
proposals to strengthen provisions for public disclosure of campaign 
donations to political parties and to raise the level of public funding to 
parties on the basis of Senate election results to that applicable to House 
of Representatives elections. 

ONCE UPON A TIME ... 
A number of elements of campaign communication in Australia are of 
relatively recent origin. However, it is worth remembering the pattern 
of Australian campaigning before the advent of radio and television, 
before large-scale public opinion polling, before the technological devel-
opments that allow the sophisticated targeting found in direct-mail 
campaigns, and so on. 

The typical Australian campaign focused on the local electorate. 
Candidates had to speak in community halls, in workplaces and on 
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street corners, often using a loud hailer. Candidates also had to visit as 
many houses as possible in the electorate and supplement this with 
letter-box drops of campaign material, advertising signs and some paid 
advertising in local newspapers. At the national level, there would be 
a campaign launch of the party's policies by the parliamentary leader 
and some visits to individual electorates by party leaders. There was 
no national campaign as such, partly because of the technological diffi-
culties involved. There were state campaigns (organized by the state 
branch offices of the parties), which would supplement the local 
campaigns, mainly through newspaper advertisements and a schedule 
of visits by prominent party leaders. 

Such campaigns are not just of historical value. Some practices, 
such as street-corner meetings, have virtually disappeared, but the 
essence of the local campaign has survived. It is in this way that 
the local party member takes part in the election campaign, commu-
nicating his or her party's policies to friends, neighbours, acquaintances 
and strangers around the local electorate. The modem national campaign 
has not totally replaced the old-style local campaign. Rather, the former 
has been superimposed on the latter and has displaced it from the focus 
of attention. A version of the old-style local campaign still occurs in 
each electorate during the campaign. 

THE ELECTRONIC BLACKOUT 
The coming of radio to Australian political campaigns in the 1930s 
must have made quite an impact. The first Broadcasting Act introduced 
in Parliament by the Australian Labor Party government of John 
Curtin in 1942 included a provision that there be a total prohibition 
or "blackout" of electronic broadcasting of electoral matter for 48 
hours prior to polling day.2  The blackout applied only to radio at the 
time it was introduced, but when television was still on the horizon 
in 1956, the Liberal government of Sir Robert Menzies extended the 
prohibition to include television as well (Windshuttle 1984, 319-20; 
Mills 1986, 177-78; Lloyd 1977, 1979). This approach continues until 
the present day. 

The prohibition was, and is, intended to insulate voters from the 
power of the electronic media. "The justification for such a tight gag 
was that voters needed a 'breathing space' or 'cooling off period' between 
the end of campaigning and the time of casting their vote. The blackout 
supposedly prevented candidates from releasing a scandalous allega-
tion or scare story which would deceive the voters and secure some 
unfair advantage" (Mills 1986, 178). 

The blackout was never extended to the print media, although it 
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would be constitutionally possible for a government to do so. This 
reflected a fear that the electronic media are potentially more powerful 
and more likely to disorient voters, a belief that persists to this day. In 
1989, the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters (JSCEM) of the 
Commonwealth Parliament maintained its support of a modified 
blackout. "The Committee believes that if the blackout provision did 
not exist then a party would be able to run negative advertisements up 
to election day, and the attacked party would have no time to prepare 
advertisements to reply ... The Committee therefore supports reten-
tion of the blackout" (Australia 1989, 109). 

The JSCEM was supporting a blackout modified by the Hawke 
government in 1983 to exclude news broadcasts and commentary. It 
retained the prohibition on paid advertising. At the time, the Minister 
for Communications described the blackout as "an infringement of our 
civil liberties which should not be tolerated by a democratic society" 
(quoted in Mills 1986, 178). 

The blackout has always had its critics. Mills, for example, writing 
on the modified ban, says, 

This partial move certainly answered the mounting complaints by TV 

and radio journalists about the restrictions on their activity, but it 
meets only half the civil-liberties/freedom-of-speech principle Duffy 
enunciated. The ban on advertising infringes the rights both of listeners 
and of political Parties, just as the old ban did, and like the old ban it 
attributed awesome powers of deception to the electronic media. If 
indeed the old ban embodied 'paternalism' which was out of place 
in Australia's 'mature electorate,' as Mr. Duffy said, then so too does 
the current ban. (Mills 1986, 178) 

Mills (1986, 177) describes the blackout as "infamous." Lloyd says 
that there is "no rational justification for this blackout which does not 
apply to either paid advertisements or news reporting in the printed 
media" (Lloyd 1977, 196). Only Windshuttle (1984, 319) has some 
sympathy for the political parties' views because his analysis suggests 
"there could appear to be some justification in these fears." However 
he cautions against this view, and concludes that it was "a sorry reflec-
tion on the calibre of Australian political debate that the ban lasted as 
long as it did" (ibid., 320). 

The major parties have not been convinced by these arguments. 
Nor have many others. In 1989, the JSCEM (Australia 1989, 109) reported 
that "the majority of submission makers supported its retention." Of 
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the three major parties, only the smallest, the National party, argued 
that the remaining electronic blackout should be abolished. 

FREE TIME 
Another long-standing Australian campaign tradition is limited free 
time for election broadcasts. Traditionally, the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation (ABC), not the commercial electronic media, allocates free 
time to the major political parties. The ABC has done so since its incep-
tion under rules that have varied over the years (Mills 1986, 171-73). 

The ABC has never been directed by government to provide free 
time, but does so as a result of its own policies. "The Corporation 
reserves to itself the right to grant or withhold broadcasts at its discre-
tion to political parties, including those not represented in Parliament, 
on the basis of its estimate of the measure of public support for any 
party" (quoted in Australia 1989, 30). Section 116 of the Broadcasting 
Act, 1942 provides that "subject only to this section, the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation may determine to what extent and in what 
manner political or controversial matter will be broadcast or televised 
by the Corporation" (quoted in Australia 1989, 30). 

The rules under which the ABC has chosen to allocate this time have 
evolved over time in accordance with the general principles of balance 
and representation. The ABC has always given the leaders of the parlia-
mentary political parties equal amounts of free time. Some others have 
also been given time. As Mills (1986, 171) recounts, free time was even 
given to the Communist party in 1946, to the dismay of the established 
political parties. 

In 1949, the ABC instituted a threshold to determine access to free 
time of 5 percent of the vote or one member of Parliament (Mills 
1986, 172). This effectively eliminated the Communist party and any 
other minor party. This situation has prevailed ever since to the detri-
ment of minor parties. On occasion the ABC has attempted to widen 
the provision of free time. For example, in 1961, after the Kennedy—
Nixon debates of 1960 in the U.S. presidential race, the ABC decided that 
"every candidate within the areas served by television could have three 
minutes on the screen." The program, called "The Candidates," fell 
foul of government opposition to the access given to their opponents, 
including, among minor parties, the Communist party (Inglis 1983, 214). 

The present situation is that the allocation of free time is deter-
mined by the Election Coverage Committee of the ABC. The responsi-
bilities of this Committee (Australia 1989, 31) are: 

to ensure the equitable use of the total amount of free time on 
radio and television as allocated by the Board [of the ABC]; 
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to assess the fairness and balance of news and current-affairs 
programs in relation to an election campaign; 
to receive and consider complaints from viewers and listeners; 
to enable ABC editors, journalists and producers to carry out their 
roles in a professional and independent way with a minimum 
of distraction during a demanding period; and 
to report on its own activities thereby contributing to the public 
accountability of the ABC and through such reporting to assist in 
coverage of future federal elections. 

Under current ABC rules (Australia 1989, 31), some free time is allo-
cated "to a party which contests at least 10 of the vacant seats for 
whichever House of Parliament the party nominates candidates." In 
addition, "the party must command popular support," which means 
either a party member was elected to the Commonwealth Parliament 
at the previous election or the party polled 5 percent or more of the 
valid votes for either federal house or for the lower (or single) house of 
Parliament in the preceding state election. In the case of independent 
senators seeking re-election the ABC "exercises a discretion" (ibid., 32). 

The ABC varied its criteria to include state elections following its 
treatment of a new party, the Australian Democrats, in the 1977 national 
elections (Lloyd 1979, 253-54). The story pointedly illustrates the disad-
vantages faced by new parties. The Australian Democrats emerged 
between the 1975 and 1977 elections when the party's first leader, Don 
Chipp, resigned from the Liberal party. The party had a substantial 
presence and had polled well at two state elections, in South Australia 
and Queensland. It could boast "150 branches and 7,000 dues-paying 
members" (ibid., 253). 

The ABC's rules at the time were more restrictive than they are now, 
and the Commission rejected the Democrats' request for free time on 
the grounds that the party had neither elected a member of Parliament 
nor polled 5 percent or more at the preceding election. Yet, as now, the 
ABC's own policy guidelines spoke of "at its discretion" and it would 
seem, as the Democrats argued at the time, that it was no defence for 
the ABC to claim that the refusal of the Democrats' request was automatic 
under its guidelines (Lloyd 1979, 254, n. 37). 

The ABC needs to allocate the free time it does offer in a way that 
treats the major parties equally. The others are scarcely noticed. As the 
JSCEM puts it, "the ABC has determined that to ensure evenhandedness 
between the Government of the day and the official Opposition, both 
the Government and the Opposition are given equal time. In the case 
of a coalition in opposition, the combined coalition parties generally 



1 1 7 
CAMPAIGN COMMUNICATION IN AUSTRALIA 

receive the same amount of time as the Government. It is then up to 
the coalition parties to divide the time between them as they see fit. 
However, the ABC has the discretion to vary this equal time should 
circumstances change" (Australia 1989, 32). 

As table 5.1 shows, in the 1987 election the government and the 
Opposition received 90 minutes each on both radio and television. 
The Australian Democrats received less than a quarter of that and the 
independent senators received five minutes each in their own state. 

Traditionally, the free time issued by the ABC has been closely tied 
to one of the major Australian campaign events — the policy speech of 
each of the major parties, which signals the beginning of each party's 
election campaign. As Lloyd (1979, 251) has commented in regard to 
the political parties, "Each devotes a substantial part of its free time ... to 
this ritual campaign launching." The policy speeches of the major parties 
are regarded as such critical events that they are also broadcast 
free of charge almost universally by major commercial radio and 
television stations. 

Free-time broadcasts, for the ABC especially, have been motivated 
by strongly educative principles (Mills 1986, 172). Live broadcasts of 
policy speeches tended to differentiate the free-time usage from paid 
political advertising. The ABC has attempted to reinforce this differen-
tiation by allocating the free time in longer blocks than the paid time 
available on the commercial stations. Free time used to be allocated in 
blocks of not less than five minutes, which was reduced to two minutes 
prior to the 1984 federal elections (ibid.). The ABC's Election Coverage 
Committee vets all parties' use of the time because they believe that 

Table 5.1 
Allocation of free time by the ABC for the 1987 federal election 

Political party 	 Free-time allocation 

Australian Labor Party 	 1 hr. 30 mins. (radio) 
1 hr. 30 mins. (television) 

Liberal and National parties 	 1 hr. 30 mins. (radio) 
1 hr. 30 mins. (television) 

Australian Democrats 	 20 mins. (radio) 
20 mins. (television) 

Independent senators 	 5 mins. (radio) 
(in each senators state) 	 5 mins. (television) 

Source: Australia (1989, 33, table 4.1). Commonwealth of Australia copyright reproduced by 
permission. 
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party use of this time "should not be aimed simply at influencing 
electors on an emotional level but rather should enable them to be fully 
informed on the issues to make a considered decision" (quoted in ibid.). 
Whether such a distinction, however, can be made between emotion 
and reason is arguable. 

The free-time allocation almost certainly was once more important 
to the major parties than it is today. Mills (1986, 172) has argued strongly 
that "the advent of modern campaign styles and of more numerous 
broadcasters is eroding this educative aim. Free time, with its tradi-
tional 'rational voter' assumptions and old-hat format of the leader-
addressing-his-supporters, has proven a nuisance to the political Parties. 
Far from being the only or the principal means of electronic commu-
nication between Parties and voters, free-time broadcasts these days 
provide only a minor subtheme to the Parties' massive advertising on 
the commercial stations." 

Not only has free time been overtaken in quantity by paid adver-
tising but the use to which the time is put is becoming similar at the 
insistence of the parties. What has happened is that the political parties 
are now packaging their policy speeches. The campaign launch now 
may take the form either of a totally synthetic product or of a carefully 
edited policy speech prepared for a television audience. For example, 
Lloyd (1990, 99) notes that in the 1990 election campaign the Labor 
party "opted for a televised address by the Prime Minister to an invited 
audience, and the Liberals selected a carefully-prepared magazine 
framework incorporating a mix of political statement, interviews, narra-
tion, commentary and allied visual material." 

PAID ELECTION ADVERTISING 
Election advertising is a controversial issue in Australia. Controversy 
rages over both the quantity and the quality of paid advertising. As 
the quantity of paid election campaign advertising is growing, so is 
concern over the impact of such spending on party finances and the 
possibility that poverty-stricken parties might be tempted by corrup-
tion; that is, they might accept donations in return for favours. Debate 
about the quality of advertising revolves around the usual allegations 
that selling political parties like brands of soap is a perversion of the 
campaign communication desirable in a democracy. One of the critics, 
Mills (1986, 209), judges the impact of the new technology on election 
campaigning: "Rather than educating us about politics, it has stooped 
to conquer us with advertising which is often feverish, garish and unin-
formative — but effective." The last point is crucial. Advertising through 
the electronic media is thought to be effective, so the political parties 
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spend more and more on it. The former deputy prime minister, Paul 
Keating, is reported to have said, after his party's loss in the 1980 elec-
tions to what was seen as a very effective Liberal party advertising 
campaign, "What Labor needs is a couple of vicious and utterly cynical 
ad men to do to the Liberals what they do to us" (coot 1983, 200). 

Television is the sought-after medium. It has only been part of 
Australian election campaigns since the late 1950s; since then the impact 
of television has increased dramatically. The 1972 election, which saw 
the Australian Labor Party win office for the first time in 23 years with 
the campaign slogan "It's Time," is regarded as the first "television 
election" in Australia. Voters have quickly taken to television. "In 1967, 
[37%] of Australian voters said they followed politics on television, 
and in 1979, the proportion was 60%. It has been suggested that by the 
1980 federal election, the proportion of voters following elections on 
television was closer to 100%" (Australia 1989, 25). This may be an 
exaggeration but certainly television became the favoured medium. 
When young electors were asked in a 1986 survey, "What would you 
say is your most important source of information about politics?," 
41.4 percent said television while 23.9 percent preferred newspapers, 
which were far ahead of the next most favoured source. The full set of 
responses is reproduced in table 5.2. 

Lloyd's (1990, 101-107) analysis of the 1990 Australian Election 
Study (AEs) shows that 79 percent of all voters watched television 
news "often or sometimes" compared with 60 percent reading press 

Table 5.2 
Sources of political information among young electors, 1986 

Source 
	

Important 	 Most important 

Newspapers 	 71.2 	 23.9 

Television 	 83.6 	 41.4 

Radio 	 48.4 	 5.4 

Family 	 33.8 	 8.1 

Friends 	 32.2 	 3.9 

People at work 	 23.4 	 2.8 

None 	 1.8 	 0.3 

Don't know 	 0.3 	 0.4 

Source: Australian Electoral Commission (1989, 42, table 4.05). Commonwealth of Australia copy-
right reproduced by permission. 
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Table 5.3 
Election news and party support 
(percentages) 

All voters Total 

Vote 

Labor Liberal National Democrat Other 

Watched television news 
Often or sometimes 79 82 82 74 72 64 
Rarely or not at all 21 18 18 26 29 36 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(N) (1 990) (795) (721) (108) (246) (67) 

Read press news 
Often or sometimes 60 62 61 52 61 49 
Rarely or not at all 40 39 40 48 39 51 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(N) (1907) (756) (693) (100) (240) (67) 

Listened to radio news 
Often or sometimes 52 52 53 49 51 46 
Rarely or not at all 49 49 47 50 49 55 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(N) (1899) (748) (692) (99) (241) (68) 

Source: Lloyd (1990, 105). 

Note: Percentages may not add to 100.0 because of rounding. 

news and 52 percent listening to radio news. The full responses are 
shown in table 5.3. 

As far as political advertising is concerned, the AES revealed that 
"90 percent of the electorate had at least some exposure to political 
advertising on TV, compared with 72 percent for press advertising and 
68 percent for radio advertising" (Lloyd 1990, 101). As table 5.4 shows, 
while television election advertising is not as widely watched as television 
election news, it is still relatively the most popular form of advertising: 
65 percent watched television advertising "often or sometimes" compared 
with only 39 percent reading press advertising "often or some-
times" and 35 percent listening to radio advertising "often or sometimes." 

The consequence of such audience patterns has been that elec-
tronic advertising, especially on television, has been used more 
frequently by the political parties. Mills (1986, 105) points to a 300 
percent increase in television and radio advertising costs between 1974 
and 1984 (a period when the consumer price index rose by 180 percent). 
Between 1983 and 1987, the amount the parties spent on television 
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Table 5.4 
Campaign advertising and party support 
(percentages) 

All voters 

Vote 

Labor Liberal National Democrat Other 

Watched television advertising 
Often or sometimes 65 69 66 64 53 53 
Rarely or not at all 35 31 34 36 47 47 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(N) (1996) (795) (725) (108) (247)  

Read press advertising 
Often or sometimes 39 39 41 45 33 32 
Rarely or not at all 62 60 60 56 67 68 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(N) (1898) (754) (690) (101) (238) (66) 

Listened to radio advertising 
Often or sometimes 35 36 36 36 34 27 
Rarely or not at all 65 65 65 64 66 73 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(N) (1898) (742) (696) (100) (241)  

Source: Lloyd (1990, 102). 

Note: Percentages may not add to 100.0 because of rounding. 

advertisements alone increased by approximately 100 percent, from 
$3.57 million in 1983 to $7.17 million in 1987. The figure was much 
higher again in 1990. Figure 5.1 demonstrates graphically the increase 
in party expenditure on election broadcasting between the 1974 and 
1990 elections. Expenditure, especially by the Australian Labor Party 
(ALP) government, has jumped dramatically over the past two elec-
tions. Prior to this, the ALP was regularly outspent by the Liberal and 
National parties in tandem. 

The cost of television advertising to the political parties is so great 
because television is an expensive medium. Public funding of political 
party campaigns, which is discussed below, has not solved the problem, 
and may even have exacerbated it. Mills comments, 

Public funding of election campaigns mainly means public funding of 
TV stations. Television airwaves belong, in theory, to the community; 
owners of TV stations are licensed by the public to use them under certain 
conditions. So public election funding means the Australian public is 
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spending large amounts of money to buy back their own airwaves -
for elections, probably the most significant civic function we have. 

This is indefensible in principle, but it is made more pressing by 
the reported incidence of TV stations charging political clients - that 
is the taxpayer - more than they charge their commercial advertisers. 
(1986, 189-90) 

The Australian Broadcasting Tribunal's review of advertising time 
on television (Australia 1989, 26, table 3.1) has shown how television 
advertising rates grew at twice the rate of the consumer price index 
during the mid-1980s (1982-86). These figures are reproduced in 
figure 5.2. Because of factors such as the short warning time for elec-
tions (most are called before the required time) and the concentration 
of advertising over the short campaign period, it seems that political 
parties, but not commercial advertisers, are paying the full, "normal" 
rate. Political parties cannot bargain effectively with television station 
management, partly, as Mills notes (1986, 190) because "TV manage- 

Figure 5.1 
Party expenditure on election broadcast advertising 

Liberal-National parties 	0 Australian Labor Party 

Source: Ward (1990, 5, figure 3). 
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Figure 5.2 
Index of television advertising rates compared to the consumer price index: 1980-86 
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Source: Australia (1989, 26). Commonwealth of Australia copyright reproduced by permission. 

ments, not without reason, wish to avoid the appearance of favoring one 
Party over another." 

Some of the funds required for expensive advertising campaigns 
may come from public funding, which was one of the 1983 reforms 
introduced by the Hawke government. Funding is allocated to political 
parties on the basis of a certain amount per vote, adjusted every six 
months in line with the consumer price index. The rate for a House of 
Representatives vote is twice that for a Senate vote. Expenditure over 
and above that covered by public funding must be met by donations 
to party funds; otherwise the political party will suffer a shortfall. In the 
1987 election, the ALP's $10.5 million expenditure was met 45.5 percent 
from public funding and 48.4 percent from donations. The National 
party's $4.1 million expenditure was met to the extent of 29.5 percent 
from public funding and 42.3 percent from donations. The Liberal 
party's $6.1 million was met 57.3 percent by public funding and 66.1 
percent by donations (Hughes 1990, 151). As Hughes points out, these 
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figures suggest a substantial shortfall for the Nationals, a small short-
fall for the Labor party and a large surplus for the Liberals. Overall, 
40.2 percent of reported campaign expenditure in the 1987 election was 
covered by public funding (ibid.). It would appear that in 1990, even 
after public funding and donations, the ALP was left with a substantial 
debt of, perhaps, $5 million, while the Liberal party emerged in a healthy 
financial situation. 

Even after taking public funding into account, Australian political 
parties need to obtain large corporate funding if they are to survive 
financially. As the Joint Standing Committee on Electoral Matters (JSCEM) 
reported (Australia 1989, 25), "political parties have had to rely increas-
ingly on donations from the corporate sector. Thus the democratic 
process has become increasingly dependent on who can raise the 
substantial funds needed to buy advertising on the electronic media —
and in particular, television." While this view was held by the majority 
on the Committee, it was not held by the Liberal and National party 
members but by the Labor and Democrat members. Indeed, public 
funding was not supported by the Liberal and National parties when 
it was introduced by Labor and the Democrats in 1983. 

The question of the quality and probity of paid political advertising 
is equally contentious in Australian election campaigns. The new Hawke 
government took up this issue after its election in 1983 (Mills 1986, 
175-77; Hughes 1990, 147-51). The situation in 1983 was that section 
161(e) of the Commonwealth Electoral Act, which made it an offence to 
publish material containing "any untrue or incorrect statement intended 
or likely to mislead or improperly interfere with any elector in or in 
relation to the casting of his vote," had been interpreted narrowly 
in the courts to refer to "the mechanics of marking a ballot paper rather 
than the choice of candidates or parties to vote for" (Hughes 1990, 147). 
The Hawke government, with the support of the Australian Democrats, 
set out to change that, and in the process (short-lived, as it turned out) 
"became the only democracy to endeavor to legislate for electoral 
honesty" (Mills 1986, 176). 

The government endorsed the proposal of the Joint Select Committee 
on Electoral Reform (ISCER) and legislated for it to be an offence during 
an election campaign to 

print, publish or distribute or cause, permit or authorise to be printed, 
published or distributed any electoral advertisement containing a 
statement 

that is untrue; and 
that is, or is likely to be, misleading or deceptive. (Hughes 
1990, 147) 
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Almost immediately after this legislation was passed, Parliament began 
to have second thoughts about the whole idea, particularly the likely 
interpretation of "untrue" and "misleading or deceptive." The JSCER 
reconsidered and decided that "a decision as to whether a political 
statement is 'true' seems necessarily to involve a political judgement, 
based upon political premises" (Mills 1986,177). While the Trade Practices 
Act did attempt to deal with misleading or deceptive commercial adver-
tising, the JSCER decided that there were too many problems and imprac-
ticalities in trying to legislate fairness in electoral advertising (Hughes 
1990, 48). They concluded, 

Political advertising differs from other forms of advertising in that it 
promotes intangibles, ideas, policies and images. Moreover, political 
advertising during an election period may well involve vigorous 
controversies over the policies of opposing parties ... even though 
fair advertising is desirable it is not possible to control political adver-
tising by legislation ... The safest course ... is to repeal the section 
effectively leaving the decision as to whether political advertising is 
true or false to the electors and to the law of defamation. (JSCER, quoted 
in Hughes 1990, 148) 

The new section was removed from the legislation prior to the 1984 
elections, so it was never actually tested. 

As Hughes shows (1990, 148), while the government and the 
Opposition have agreed that such a provision is unworkable, 
the Australian Democrats have not been convinced. They have 
attempted, unsuccessfully, on several occasions, to reintroduce the 
provision. The Democrats, as a minor party, are often imposed upon 
by one of the major parties. Such was the case during the 1990 elec-
tions, when former Democrat leader Don Chipp was clearly misrepre-
sented, by selective editing, in an ALP advertisement that implied that 
he was in favour of Democrat supporters giving their second preferences 
to Labor. 

The other aspect of election advertisement quality that has been the 
subject of continual discussion has been the allowable length of adver-
tisements. Critics of unrestricted length argue that advertisements that 
are very short, say 30 seconds, are vehicles not for information but for 
propaganda. As the ALP submitted to the JSCEM, "Although short 
(30 second television) advertisements are useful for promoting images 
and conveying impressions they are a poor means of transmitting 
information or reasoned argument. On the other hand, advertise-
ments of longer duration are likely to be better vehicles for presenting 
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issue-related cases and policy choices; however, they might make 
programming more difficult and could risk boring viewers. Therefore, 
a suitable balance needs to be struck between these considerations" 
(Australia 1989, 53). For these reasons, the ALP suggested that paid 
advertising be available in two-minute modules only. The Liberal and 
National parties rejected this view, arguing that it would not lead to 
an improvement in communication, but only lose the attention of 
voters. The Liberal party further claimed that the cost implications 
of allowing no advertising of less than two minutes would discrimi-
nate against smaller groups (ibid., 102). The JSCEM recommended 
against any minimum time for political advertisements broadcast on 
radio or television (ibid., 103). 

PUBLIC OPINION POLLING 
Public opinion polling began in Australia in the 1940s and, for a long 
time, was carried out solely by the Morgan Gallup organization. Since 
1971, there has been a "change from a monopolistic to a competitive 
structure in Australian polling" (Beed 1977, 226). Over the past 20 years, 
there have been a number of professional firms operating in competi-
tion. Public opinion polls are commissioned more often by the press 
than by the electronic media, but all media outlets publish their results 
frequently during election campaigns. They are also commissioned and 
used extensively by the political parties and pressure groups. 

What the polls say about the fortunes and chances of the competing 
parties is often the major news reported by the media during an elec-
tion campaign. Furthermore, the campaign strategies of the parties are 
often determined by what their "private" public opinion polls and the 
"public" public opinion polls tell them about their competitive situa-
tion and about the impact of the style of campaign they are running. 
Polls, it is thought, can generate their own momentum; there is argu-
ment about whether their publication should be regulated or unregu-
lated. Attention is also directed to the polls' record in predicting election 
results and to the links between polling organizations and their commis-
sioning newspapers. 

The studies of recent Australian elections convey the importance, 
even centrality, of public opinion polling to election campaigns. For 
example, in a study of the 1977 campaign, Lloyd (1979, 250) writes, "As 
in 1975, the opinion polls were a dominating influence on media inter-
pretation of the campaign ... The turnaround in the polls was the prin-
cipal news story for the latter part of the campaign ... The polls were 
reflected in newspaper editorials and in the electronic media talk-backs 
and phone-ins and current affairs programs." 
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Table 5.5 
Notice taken of opinion polls, and party support 
(percentages) 

All voters 

Vote 

Labor Liberal National Democrat Other 

Notice taken 
None at all 42 38 41 50 53 53 
Some 47 50 47 43 40 40 
Quite a lot 11 13 12 7 7 7 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(N) (2 007) (798) (730) (108) (250) (68) 

Source: Lloyd (1990, 111, table 6.6). 

Note: Percentages may not add to 100.0 because of rounding. 

In a study of the 1980 campaign, which Labor lost after apparently 
leading just a week before polling day, Goot (1983, 140) concludes, "In 
the space of two weeks a 'dull' contest became a 'cliffhanger.' Central 
to this transformation were, of course, the polls. They dominated the 
press coverage and the television news; caused the Liberal Party to 
revamp its campaign and redouble its advertising, and both directly 
and indirectly affected the vote. The polls symbolized the campaign as 
contest in its purest form." 

By 1990, Lloyd (1990, 110) could report that "the use of public 
opinion polls by the media has been a controversial aspect of recent 
election campaigns. In the 1984 and 1987 election campaigns the use 
of the polls in media news was excessive, and sometimes misleading. 
Some polls had methodological problems, and reputable polls were 
reported sensationally and inaccurately on occasions." This was not 
the case in the 1990 election campaign in which polls were used "with 
greater restraint and responsibility" 

The 1990 Australian Election Survey investigated the extent to 
which voters, as distinct from the parties and the media, took public 
opinion polls seriously. It found that a majority of voters did take some 
interest in public opinion polls, especially supporters of the two largest 
parties, and that 11 percent of voters took quite a lot of interest. The 
results of this survey are given in table 5.5. 

DIRECT-MAIL CAMPAIGNS 
One of the developments of the 1980s in Australian election campaigns 
has been the use of direct mail. The major political parties have learned 
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the techniques from American and Canadian professionals (Mills 1986, 
192-97). The technique is used for both fund-raising and election 
campaign communication. 

The Labor party's computerized direct-mailing operation, Polfile, 
is one aspect of the professionalism that has given the party an apparent 
competitive edge over its opponents in recent election campaigns 
(Ward 1990). The ALP has used telephone canvassing followed by 
computerized direct-mail targeting of electors in its approach to 
marginal electorates during the last two elections. Electors are contacted 
by telephone after cross-referencing of electoral rolls and telephone 
books. They are then classified by voting intention and by special inter-
ests. Once this is done, direct mailing swings into action. It has been 
claimed that in one marginal ALP electorate alone in the 1987 election, 
the sitting member sent 65 separate personalized sets of letters to elec-
tors selected through telephone surveying and classified according to 
interests (Warhurst 1988, 54). 

LEADERS DEBATES 
There have been only two publicly televised debates between political 
party leaders in Australian election campaigns, in 1984 and 1990. In 
1983, Bob Hawke's challenge to debate the then prime minister, Malcolm 
Fraser, was declined. In 1984, Hawke debated the Liberal party leader, 
Andrew Peacock. In 1987, there was no debate between Hawke and 
Liberal party leader John Howard. In 1990, Hawke and Peacock, who 
was once again Liberal party leader, had a return bout. 

In 1984, the government was riding a wave of popular support, 
and Hawke was expected to win the debate easily. As it turned out, 
in the absence of any objective evaluation, the conventional wisdom 
is that Peacock performed well enough in that debate, and in the 
campaign as a whole, to greatly reduce Hawke's margin of victory. 
The Liberal campaign leadership hoped for a similar result in 1990, 
but they were disappointed. Peacock was reportedly lacking in 
substance in comparison to the prime minister, especially on issues 
such as environment and health policy, which were the subjects of 
campaign debate at the time. 

The structure of the one-hour, no-audience debate in 1990 has been 
well described in Lloyd's study (1990, 95): 

The candidates made brief opening and closing statements, with inter-
spersed statements on economic policy, social policy and the envi-
ronment. After each brace of policy statements, the leaders questioned 
each other and were questioned by the panel, with opportunities for 
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supplementary questions by politicians and journalists. In a later 
segment, journalists questioned the leaders on general issues. While 
the format allowed plenty of opportunities for interplay between the 
participants, it was cumbersome and had a high potential for embar-
rassment, even political disaster. Much depended on balance and 
timing, with the skill of the moderator paramount in ensuring fair 
treatment of each leader while keeping the show moving along. 

The debate was not broadcast as widely by the media in 1990 as it 
had been in 1984. With the benefit of hindsight, Lloyd considers this 
to have been an error of judgement by media executives that is unlikely 
to be repeated. In 1990, the debate was telecast directly by the ABC and 
by the Special Broadcasting Service, but by only one of the three commer-
cial television networks. The ABC also broadcast the debate nationally 
over radio. 

The 1990 Australian Election Study indicates that a majority of 
the electorate (56 percent) watched the debate (Lloyd 1990, 97). As 
Lloyd says, this is a high percentage given that two of the three 
commercial networks did not broadcast it. He concludes: "With enor-
mous spin-offs from secondary coverage by all media, the impact of 

Table 5.6 
Voter responses to the great debate 
(percentages) 

All voters 

Vote 

Labor Liberal National Democrat Other 

Watched 
Yes 56 60 57 55 44 41 
No 44 40 43 45 56 59 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(N) (2 007) (799) (729) (108) (249) (68) 

Performance rating 
Hawke much better 16 33 3 2 7 12 
Hawke somewhat better 30 46 16 13 33 27 
Neither Hawke nor Peacock 38 19 51 50 53 50 
Peacock somewhat better 12 2 24 28 7 12 
Peacock much better 3 0 7 7 0 0 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 
(N) (1875) (754) (677) (102) (235) (60) 

Source: Lloyd (1990, 98, table 6.1). 

Note: Percentages may not add to 100.0 because of rounding. 
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the debate was incalculable." It was one of the turning points of the 
campaign. The debate was popular with ALP and Liberal—National 
party coalition voters, but less so with Democrat and minor party 
supporters, which is not surprising given that only the two major 
leaders took part. The Australian Democrats' leader, Janine Haines, 
was rebuffed when she made a claim to participate. Table 5.6 records 
voter responses to the debate. 

THE AUSTRALIAN ELECTORAL COMMISSION 
The Australian Electoral Commission's (AEC) primary purpose is to 
"conduct parliamentary elections and referendums which accurately 
record voting intentions and are honest and equal in their treatment of 
electors" (AEC 1990, v). In accordance with this purpose, one of the 
AEC's goals is "to improve the Australian public's understanding of 
and participation in electoral matters." AEC's own research suggests 
that "lack of knowledge of basic facts about the political system 
contributes to problems with the mechanics of voting, which in turn 
causes informal voting" (AEC 1989, 3). Furthermore, its own research 
among young people revealed "poor enrolment figures and disinterest 
in the electoral system by young Australians" (ibid., 36). 

The AEC itself runs a media campaign above and beyond its legisla-
tive responsibilities, for example, to advertise polling places and its 
usual advertising of enrolment, special voting requirements and formal 
voting requirements. A special campaign was undertaken during the 
election campaign period. Its purpose was to encourage young people 
to enrol. During the campaign period the AEC also placed radio and 
press advertisements about postal, pre-poll and absent voting and about 
formal voting requirements. "These advertisements were based on 
research into voter understanding of what constitutes a formal vote 
and focused on the most frequently made mistakes: the use of a tick or 
a cross instead of numbers, and the failure to number every square 
(unless using the top part of the Senate ballot paper)" (AEC 1990, 10). 

The AEC also distributed to every household (6.1 million) a pamphlet 
containing "information on how to cast formal votes as well as more 
general polling information" (AEC 1990, 11). This information was about 
how to cast a vote, not about the choice of whom to vote for. 

On polling day itself in the 1990 elections, mobile polling stations 
were used in the Northern Territory and in all states except Victoria. 
The purpose of using mobile polling stations was to reach isolated 
people who would be too far away from the nearest static polling 
station to be reasonably expected to cast a vote. Such isolated voters 
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live in Aboriginal communities, on cattle stations and in small remote 
townships. In 1990, there were 266 such communities, including 14 734 
voters served by the 147 localities visited by light aircraft and four-
wheel-drive vehicles. Most hospitals and nursing homes were also 
served by mobile facilities (AEC 1990, 12). 

The AEC undertakes many community awareness programs, most 
but not all of which occur outside election campaign periods (AEC 1990, 
18-19). These include an Electoral Education Centre in Canberra, "estab-
lished to provide educational sessions on the federal electoral system 
to groups of students on educational visits to the national capital"; 
public displays of electoral materials and information at shopping 
centres, schools, universities and colleges, and royal shows; school 
visits; and publications such as posters, fact-sheets, leaflets, newslet-
ters and curriculum materials. 

The Aboriginal and Islander Electoral Information Service (AIEIS) 
"provides electoral information to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities and groups" (AEC 1990, 19). AIEIS'S responsibilities include 
assisting with Aboriginal enrolment and maintaining electoral rolls in 
Aboriginal communities. It tries to motivate Aborigines to participate 
in elections through what it calls its "pre-election motivation program." 
This program included a video, "Election '90 AIEIS," and a radio adver-
tisement that were broadcast over the central Australian Aboriginal 
television station IMPARJA, and via the Broadcasting for Remote 
Aboriginal Communities Scheme (ibid., 20). 

PAID ADVERTISING AND FREEDOM OF SPEECH IN 1991 
On 19 March 1991, the Cabinet decided, on the basis of a submission 
by the Minister for Administrative Services, Senator Nick Bolkus, to 
legislate to ban all political advertising on television and radio. It would 
do this by amending the Commonwealth Electoral Act and the Broadcasting 
Act. It would need the support of the Australian Democrats for this 
legislation to pass through the Senate (Eccleston 1991). 

The Cabinet decision draws together the threads of Australian 
debate over the last few years and is the culmination of several years' 
search by the Australian Labor Party for an answer to the dilemma it 
found itself in with electronic election advertising. The party's paid 
advertising was very professional and at least the equal of any other 
party in Australian politics, but it was worried about where the esca-
lation of campaign expenditure, largely caused by electronic adver-
tising, was leading. In particular, the level of expenditure threatened to 
drive it, and perhaps other parties, bankrupt. The party had emerged 
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from the 1990 election campaign with a large debt, and as the party's 
popularity with the business community waned in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s, the scale and urgency of the problem grew. 

The Labor party's submission in 1989, two years before, to the 
JSCEM's inquiry into the conduct of the 1987 federal election and 
the 1988 referendums had made its concerns clear (Australia 1989, 
52-53). The party had argued then that the aggregate amount of time 
and the allocation of that time among political parties for political adver-
tising on television and radio should be regulated. It advocated that 
each party should be given an allocation of electronic time for the term 
of each Parliament, and that paid political advertising outside of such 
a scheme should be prohibited. The Australian Democrats' submission 
to the same enquiry (ibid., 57-58) argued that the party's first prefer-
ence would be for an extension of free time to political parties by 
commercial stations as a condition of licence: "As public facilities, they 
should provide a certain amount of time for the purpose of political 
advertising free of charge." However, the Democrats thought such a 
scheme was unlikely to be accepted, so they recommended as a second 
preference "that claims for public funding for radio and television 
advertising and production be limited to, at most, 10 percent of the 
monies available for public funding." The same would apply to paid 
advertising in the print media. 

The Liberal party, in its submission to the JSCEM inquiry, advocated 
an entirely open market. "Broadcasting and televising of political adver-
tisements should be on the basis of an unfettered commercial arrange-
ment between the party and the network concerned" (Australia 1989, 55). 
It argued that "it is the right of any organization in a democracy to 
promote its ideas without arbitrarily imposed restrictions" (quoted in 
ibid.). Consequently, "there should not be any limit on the amount of 
time which any individual party, or the parties as a whole, may purchase 
for the purposes of campaign advertising" (quoted in ibid., 56). The 
junior coalition partner, the National party, concurred. It believed "that 
as any party's commercial advertising activity will always be dictated 
by its financial capacity it should be entirely a matter for political parties 
in conjunction with commercial organizations, to decide the amount 
of advertising they will place on commercial radio or television" (ibid.). 

The idea of a complete ban on electronic advertising was first 
canvassed within ALP circles during 1990, after unsuccessful attempts 
by the ALP National Secretary, Robert Hogg, to construct a bipartisan 
agreement with the Liberal party. Hogg sought agreement to the intro-
duction of a spending ceiling on electronic advertising by political parties 
according to each party's primary vote at the previous elections. Hogg 
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also proposed unsuccessfully to the Liberal party that commercial 
stations be compelled to extend "free time" to political parties. In return 
the commercial stations would be compensated by lower licence fees. 

The government's proposal, it was argued, would reduce the pres-
sure for fund-raising by political parties and allow a "level playing 
field" for smaller parties, which lacked the financial resources of the 
three major parties. The Minister condemned the existing situation as 
inequitable and denied that the right of free speech was being infringed. 
"There is absolutely nothing free about electoral advertising. Only the 
duopoly of the Coalition and the ALP can really afford the $10 million 
needed each election" (Eccleston 1991). 

The expense of electronic advertising, the Minister argued, led to 
the danger of corrupt practices, a danger pointed out, he said, by two 
recent state government inquiries, the Fitzgerald inquiry into corrup-
tion (Queensland), and the Independent Commission Against 
Corruption (New South Wales). These two commissions supported 
reform of campaign donation disclosure laws for this reason. So, the 
Minister continued, 

the Government is not prepared to continue with a situation which may 
lead to corruption. 

Clearly a situation has arisen in the United States where large lobby 
groups are outright buying support for their particular interests. 

This Government will not be waiting until we need a royal commis-
sion into federal political funding. (Eccleston 1991) 

He admitted, however, that he had no evidence that there had been 
corruption in Australian federal politics. 

The expense of electronic advertising undoubtedly makes the 
proposed legislation appealing to the Australian Democrats, who expe-
rience a severe competitive disadvantage under the existing system. It 
seems at this early stage to have the support of the leader of the 
Australian Democrats in the Senate. 

There was an immediate negative response to the government's 
proposal. The major opposition parties are totally opposed as are repre-
sentatives of the electronic and print media. The wide sweep of the 
proposal, which included political advertising by interest groups, also 
led to almost unanimous opposition from a wide assortment of commu-
nity groups, including church and charitable organizations. The 
proposed legislation has been seen as a desperate attempt by a penu-
rious party to save itself and as a clear assault on the basic right of each 
individual to freedom of speech (Australian 1991, editorial). It was 
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criticized as possibly unconstitutional, and the Liberal premier of New 
South Wales promised that his state government would mount a consti-
tutional challenge. Finally, it was criticized for being difficult to imple-
ment. How could "political" be defined, and where would the 
boundaries between political and non-political be drawn? 

The government proposal also included fuller disclosure require-
ments for political donations. While strongly opposing the ban on paid 
advertising, the Liberal party leader, John Hewson, appeared to support 
the government's plans for further campaign donation disclosure. This 
reversed the traditional Liberal party position on this issue. Public funding 
was also to be expanded by increasing the rate of funding per Senate 
vote to that of the rate per House of Representatives vote, which is 
presently twice as much. This, too, undoubtedly appeals to the Democrats. 

The immediate government response to the community backlash 
was to press on with a somewhat narrower version of the ban. The 
proposed legislation was to exempt charitable organizations that wish to 
mount broad "issues" campaigns, though not overtly partisan adver-
tisements by such groups (Milne 1991). It would be up to the Australian 
Broadcasting Tribunal to determine what was a political advertisement. 
This still poses problems of implementation, especially in the heat of an 
election campaign. The Democrats appear to be vacillating in their support, 
so there is no guarantee that the legislation (in whatever form) will pass 
through the Senate. However, the government does appear confident 
that its broadcasting power ensures the legislation's constitutionality.3  

CONCLUSION 
This study has set out, in a dispassionate fashion which belies the intense 
emotion that surrounds the issues, the major elements that provide the 
structure for campaign communications in modern Australian federal 
elections. These structural elements include the pre-election electronic 
blackout, arrangements for free time on the electronic media for elec-
tion broadcasts, developments in paid election advertising, public 
opinion polling, direct-mail campaigns, formal debates between party 
leaders and the role of the Australian Electoral Commission. The study 
concludes with a report on the (unfinished) public discussion of the 
Hawke government's proposal to ban all political advertising on tele-
vision and radio. This public debate has revealed the intensity of the 
beliefs about campaign communication issues, beliefs that touch on 
themes central to democracy, such as free speech and unfettered citizen 
participation in politics. The remainder of this study provides a personal 
evaluation of the major issues and recommends some possible 
solutions to Australian dilemmas in this field. 
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The Australian system of campaign communication is one that, as 
in many others in countries around the world, empowers political 
parties and other professionals, impoverishes the political parties them-
selves, enriches the owners and managers of the electronic media, and 
disillusions many ordinary party members and citizens. 

It is a system that favours the major parties and reinforces their 
dominant place in the electoral and party system. It also reinforces 
some of the other dominant aspects of Australian political life, such as 
centralization of policy making and over-concentration on the leaders 
of the major political parties. 

For all the modern developments in campaign communication, it 
is doubtful that citizens are any better informed by the political parties 
than they were in the past. Rather, the style of communication seems 
to have contributed to a general alienation from the political parties 
and from party politics. 

What to do? The current trend in Australian politics is toward 
deregulation of all aspects of economic and social life, so it is difficult 
to believe that wholesale regulation of campaign communication is the 
answer. It is also difficult to see that election communication should 
be far removed from other forms of communication in society. Therefore, 
I do not support the present government proposal for a total ban on 
advertising on the electronic media. 

I would favour some upper limits on paid advertising on televi-
sion by each political party. This would help to control the spiralling costs 
that the major political parties are facing, which is a major problem of 
the present system. 

Another major problem is the imbalance between the major parties 
and the other parties and independents. The best solution to this imbal-
ance would seem to be some extension of free time to the commercial 
electronic media. Just how such an extension could be implemented is 
unclear. Current suggestions all seem to involve variations of taxpayer 
funding. The alternative, some form of community service provision by 
the private owners of the commercial networks, appears impractical 
in the Australian political culture. It would be vigorously opposed by 
the media owners, whose support could only be bought by a counter-
vailing reduction in government licence fees for television stations. 

Optimistically, what may eventuate from the current proposal that 
is being discussed in Parliament is a general recognition of the weak-
ness of the present system and an open discussion of the possible 
alternatives. Yet, in a pre-election climate with Labor declining right 
around the nation, such optimism may not be warranted. 
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NOTES 

This study was completed in July 1991. 
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this paper, Cathy Lynch for word processing the manuscript, and Alan 
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Commonwealth elections since 1975, the publications of the Australian 
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of the Parliament of Australia, and the expertise of Murray Goot, Clem Lloyd, 
Stephen Mills and Ian Ward. 

For a full listing of results for House of Representatives and Senate elections 
between 1949 and 1987, see Mackerras (1989). The 1990 results can be found 
in Bean et al. (1990). A good general source is McAllister et al. (1990). 

Australian elections are always held on a Saturday, so the blackout is always 
from midnight on the Wednesday prior to the election. 

Just before the legislation reached the Senate in June 1991, it appeared that 
the Australian Democrats would not give their support, and it was, there-
fore, unlikely that the legislation would be passed. 
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THE MASS MEDIA 
AND ELECTION CAMPAIGNS 

IN THE UNITED STATES 
OF AMERICA 

/1111%le, 

Doris A. Graber 

I T IS DIFFICULT to generalize about mass media coverage of election 
campaigns in the United States because there are considerable varia-
tions in coverage, depending on the office at stake. Coverage differs 
for national, state and local campaigns, for campaigns involving exec-
utive or legislative positions, and for campaigns of major or minor polit-
ical significance. There are sizable variations even in campaigns for the 
same office (Asher 1988; Kessel 1988). The closeness of the race matters, 
as does the array of other races that compete for media attention. Major 
national crises, such as Operation Desert Storm, can also deflect atten-
tion from campaigns. Changing newspeople and changing news trends, 
such as the current focus on public opinion polls, can alter coverage 
patterns. Nonetheless, certain general trends stand out, and they will 
be the focus of this study. 

To put the study into an appropriate context, a number of short-
comings in campaign coverage research must be pointed out. Despite 
these flaws, the research on which this study rests is extensive and 
thorough, and provides a solid foundation. Most of the research data 
come from presidential and congressional campaigns, because such 
campaigns have been extensively studied. Far less is known about the 
media's role in gubernatorial campaigns. Similarly, almost nothing has 
been done systematically to study the role of the media in local elec-
tions. What little information is available suggests that patterns of 
news coverage resemble those of congressional elections, including 
variations in the amount of coverage, depending on the newsworthiness 
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of a particular campaign. Routine campaigns receive slight coverage, 
while exciting races that involve controversial candidates or policies 
are amply covered. 

At the presidential level, the fact that u.s. election campaigns are 
extraordinarily lengthy is an important factor that shapes media cov-
erage. Presidential campaigns may begin two or more years before the 
election, and they are in full swing a good ten months before the date 
of the final election. The actual candidates are not formally selected until 
the close of the six-month primary election season and the subsequent 
nominating conventions. Conventions can take place as late as mid-
August, less than three months before the November election date. High 
costs have discouraged researchers from studying media influence 
throughout the entire year-long campaign, stretching from the primaries 
to the final election. Before 1980, the early stages of presidential cam-
paigns were wellnigh ignored, yet they often are the most crucial because 
they determine who will be eliminated before the final contests. 

Other research gaps that hamper the analysis of campaign cover-
age include the dearth of content analyses. When campaign story content 
has been analysed, it has rarely been placed in the context of news cov-
erage in general (Graber 1987a). For example, on average, even in pres-
idential years, election news constitutes only a minor portion of total 
coverage, except when election returns are reported. Hence, stories 
dealing with other matters clamour for the voters' attention and colour 
the way in which campaign news is interpreted (Iyengar and Kinder 
1987). Research on media impact has been flawed because the meas-
urement of audience attention to campaign news is inadequate. Most 
surveys ask global questions about whether or not the respondent has 
followed the campaign in the media, and there are usually no ques-
tions about the specific stories that have come to the respondent's atten-
tion or about what the respondent has actually learned from exposure. 
When questions about learning are asked, they probe for specific, 
researcher-defined information, rather than seeking open-ended 
respondent-controlled answers. 

Most research on campaign coverage has focused on newspapers 
and television. The role of news magazine and radio election informa-
tion has been given little scholarly attention, and the impact of brochures, 
flyers, billboards, campaign rallies and in-home canvassing has been 
almost totally ignored. The explanation of this lies in poll results, which 
indicate that television and newspapers are the most widely used 
sources of campaign information. An average of 90 percent of the adult 
media audience claim to use television, and around 75 percent claim to 
use newspapers. By comparison, only 45 percent of the media audi-
ence claim to use radio (Asher 1988). The lack of research on radio 
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coverage is particularly regrettable. When radio exposure comes from 
all-news stations, rather than from regular radio news broadcasts, it is 
often massive because news items are repeated throughout the day. 
Studies of learning in general, as well as studies of the impact of adver-
tising messages, indicate that repetition is a powerful factor in increasing 
message retention and use. 

The impact of several new technologies also needs to be studied, 
particularly as they hold promise of reaching audiences that currently 
are not adequately exposed to television and newspaper campaign 
stories. Examples are video and audio cassettes about the campaign; 
candidates, as well as organized bodies such as labour unions, have 
distributed such cassettes in recent campaigns. Desktop publishing is 
also a new technique that permits inexpensive production of profes-
sional quality campaign flyers that can be tailored to the varied needs 
of audience groups. Computer bulletin boards and electronic mail, as 
well as public-access channels on cable television, are other possibili-
ties for narrowcasting. 

Other newcomers to the campaign news scene are Cable News 
Network (cNN) and the non-profit cable Satellite Public Affairs Network 
(c-sPAN). The established major television networks have cut back sub-
stantially on some aspects of campaign coverage, such as the nomi-
nating conventions, which have lost audience appeal because the names 
of the nominees are already predetermined in most cases. CNN (with 
its round-the-clock news coverage) and C-SPAN (with its live congres-
sional coverage) fill the gap. Given the relatively small though growing 
audience of these enterprises, their impact is still to be ascertained. 
Efforts to reach new audiences, such as high-school students, through 
special news programs presented as part of the curriculum, or attempts 
to present news bulletins regularly on rock music stations, also need to 
be assessed for effectiveness. Satellite capabilities now give local tele-
vision stations ready access to national news sources. Local stations 
have therefore increased national election coverage substantially, while 
the national networks have reduced news coverage because of finan-
cial problems. Local news broadcasts are geared more closely to the 
interests of local audiences and may therefore have greater impact. 

GENERAL FEATURES OF MEDIA COVERAGE 

Legal Requirements 
The First Amendment to the u.s. Constitution provides the legal context 
for campaign coverage. It stipulates that "Congress shall make no 
law ... abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press." This amendment, 
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which also binds state governments and applies to public, semi-public 
and privately controlled publications, has given all mass media an excep-
tionally strong basis for resisting government controls. The basic phi-
losophy is that restraints of the media, if needed at all, must come through 
the deterrent effects of fear of punishment for publishing harmful infor-
mation after publication, rather than through "prior restraint." However, 
even though First Amendment rights are accorded a "preferred posi-
tion" that requires their protection at all costs, the protection is not abso-
lute. The courts have ruled that media freedom must occasionally give 
way to social rights, which the courts consider to be superior. Hence, 
there are restrictions to protect national security, community moral stand-
ards and market freedom. Most instances of judicial support for cur-
tailment have involved conflict between the First Amendment and the 
Sixth, which guarantees an accused person a fair trial. 

As mandated by the First Amendment, government does not, as a 
rule, regulate media messages. In the landmark case of Miami Herald 
Publishing Company v. Tornillo (1974), which dealt with an election cam-
paign, the u.s. Supreme Court ruled that print press freedom to control 
news content could not be restricted; a Florida law that gave candi-
dates the right to demand newspaper space to rebut attacks on their 
reputation was unconstitutional. This principle has been fully sustained 
for print media ever since. Electronic media which use the publicly 
owned air space to transmit messages are treated somewhat differently, 
for they are deemed to have public service obligations in return for the 
broadcast privileges granted to them. Section 315 of the Communications 
Act of 1934 is their major source of constraint on campaign informa-
tion. The guidelines for this Act are vague, stating that broadcast media 
shall "serve the public interest, convenience, and necessity" But regu-
latory authority does not extend to media content, except indirectly. 

The crucial rules for broadcast media set forth in section 315 are 
the equal time rule, the fairness doctrine and the right of rebuttal. The 
equal time rule provides that broadcasters who permit a candidate for 
political office to campaign on their stations must give equal opportu-
nities to all other candidates for the same office. The fairness doctrine 
encompasses a much broader array of situations, reaching beyond elec-
tions. It provides that broadcasters who air controversial issues of public 
importance must provide reasonable opportunities for the presenta-
tion of conflicting viewpoints. The right of rebuttal requires that an 
attack on the honesty, character or integrity of an identified person or 
group entitles the targets of the attack to reply. The broadcaster must 
notify the targets about the offending broadcast and must supply a 
transcript or summary. Then the target must be given a reasonable 
opportunity to respond. It is important to note that all of the regula- 
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tions that mandate the electronic media to carry messages from actu-
ally or potentially aggrieved parties come into force only after a station 
has given access to one party. 

The provisions mandating equal time for candidates exclude cov-
erage provided through regular news programs and specifically exempt 
talk shows. The exempted talk shows now include the presidential and 
vice-presidential debates, which would become totally unwieldy if all 
declared candidates were to be included in the debate. (In 1988, for 
example, 39 candidates entered the presidential race.) However, the 
choices made by broadcasters must not favour or disfavour a particular 
candidate. Candidates who feel they have been unfairly shut out can 
appeal to the Federal Communications Commission (Fcc), a five-member 
bipartisan body appointed by the president with the consent of the Senate. 

Critics charge that the fairness doctrine and the rebuttal rule have 
impoverished public debate by suppressing controversy and that equal 
time provisions constrain election coverage. They contend that, 
predictably, broadcasters often close access to all of the protected groups 
and circumstances so as to avoid supplying remedial access. This 
has been particularly true in state and local elections, where many 
candidates are competing for offices that are of minor political signif-
icance. Moreover, critics point out that less than 10 percent of the 15 000 
charges of unfairness are sustained in an average year, and they have 
therefore pressured the FCC to rescind section 315, especially the 
fairness provisions. To counter attempts to rescind the fairness rule, 
Congress passed a bill in 1987 that would make it a law; but President 
Reagan vetoed the bill, and subsequent attempts to pass such legisla-
tion have failed. In support of President Reagan's veto, the FCC 
proclaimed unanimously that the fairness rule was unconstitutional 
(Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report 1987), and this has put it in limbo. 
However, the other constraints remain in force, but are eased. 

Several new proposals have been made for government controls 
of campaign messages. These include proposals to regulate advertising 
to make the identity of the sponsor of the advertisement more appar-
ent. The intent is to increase the visibility of messages that identify the 
source. Such messages are obligatory, but they are often very small and 
are displayed so briefly that most viewers miss them. However, there 
is no agreement among experts about a sure-fire way to call attention 
to them. It has also been proposed to allow only advertisements that 
show the candidates speaking directly to viewers or debating with their 
opponents (Washington Monthly 1990). 

Another suggestion is that stations should be obliged to give free 
air time to all candidates, since the federal government does not charge 
fees for station licences. Proponents of this point out that broadcasters 
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earned $27 billion in advertising revenues in 1988. Recent proposals 
have also called for reorganizing and strengthening the Federal Election 
Commission (ac). The Commission handles complaints about unfair 
and improper campaign and election practices. It has three members 
from each party, putting it into perennial deadlock along partisan lines 
because four commissioners must agree before any action can be taken. 

More than half the states have laws against exit polling that prohibit 
asking voters who leave polling places how they voted, and then releas-
ing this information immediately to the public. Nevertheless, these 
laws are rarely enforced since they are believed to violate First 
Amendment rights (Bates 1986). After the Reagan victories in 1980 and 
1984 were broadcast nationwide before the polls had closed in West 
Coast states, the three major networks, as well as Westinghouse 
Broadcasting, agreed to delay election outcome projections for each 
state until its polls had closed. However, polling data from states where 
the polls have closed are still available. To stop this potentially damaging 
information leak, Congress tried three times, starting in 1986, to pass 
a Uniform Poll Closing Act, and although these attempts have failed, the 
prognosis for ultimate success seems favourable. 

The only other controls that have a direct impact on the media cov-
erage are limitations on campaign financing, which limit the amount 
of money that candidates may spend on the campaign and the sum 
that various donors may contribute. The purpose is to reduce exces-
sive inequalities in financial resources. Since campaigns are costly, espe-
cially when it comes to procuring mass media coverage, wealthy 
individuals and groups can pay to get more coverage, giving them a 
greater opportunity to influence elections than financially poorer groups. 
Unfortunately, many of the laws regulating campaign financing can 
easily be bypassed, so the spectre of undue control remains. For example, 
while the contributions of individual donors are limited, the number 
of donors is unlimited. Moreover, many laws and regulations intended 
to curb campaign spending have been successfully challenged as vio-
lations of First Amendment freedoms. 

Pressure to finance campaigns publicly has also borne some fruit. 
Since 1972, federal income taxpayers have been able to specify that $1 
or $2 of their taxes should go to the federal campaign fund for presi-
dential campaigns. This amounts to an indirect federal subsidy; the 
federal government forgoes tax revenues, but only at the direction of 
individual taxpayers. The law was intended to make candidates less 
dependent on special interests and to curb overall spending. Presidential 
candidates who accept federal money, as nearly all do, must accept 
limits on the amount of money that they raise privately. In recent years, 
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it has also been proposed that acceptance of public funding should 
carry the obligation to participate in campaign debates among the 
presidential and vice-presidential nominees. New Jersey, for example, 
already has such a law. It mandates two one-hour debates during 
gubernatorial primaries and final elections for candidates who accept 
state funding. 

According to John W. McGarry, chairman of the FEC, the spending 
limit for presidential candidates in the 1992 primaries is $33.6 million. 
A candidate who observes the limit may claim up to $13.5 million in 
federal matching money. The actual award is based on dollar-for-dollar 
matching of small private contributions that may not exceed $250. 
Currently, the public funding of presidential campaigns appears to be 
threatened for two major reasons. One springs from the financing law, 
which pegs expenditure limits to inflation and population growth but 
has kept the income tax deductions stationary since 1976. The other 
reason is that taxpayer contributions to the election fund have been 
lagging. For example, in 1989 only 19.9 percent of taxpayers authorized 
the deduction, compared to 28.7 percent in 1980. Meanwhile, campaign 
costs and the need for funding have risen sharply. These problems 
explain why proposals to extend public funding to congressional cam-
paigns have made little progress. Most candidates, too, have shown 
little enthusiasm for public funding because they do not like some of 
the strings tied to spending the federal money. 

Self-Regulation 
The very limited legal constraints on campaign coverage are bolstered 
by self-regulation through established professional norms. Probably 
the strongest influence on who and what gets covered comes from the 
role perceptions of American journalists. These perceptions are fuelled 
by an unstable mixture of conflicting motivations. On the one hand, 
since most American media are privately owned and are operated for 
profit, journalists see themselves as business people. Their mission is 
to attract media audiences so that their enterprises, which depend 
heavily on advertising revenues, remain profitable. They give the audi-
ence what they think the audience wants, which is entertaining news, 
often dubbed "infotainment." There is ample evidence that their 
appraisal of public wishes is correct. When offered a choice between 
serious political programming and entertainment, most Americans opt 
for entertainment, despite protestations to the contrary. Attention spans 
for news items are short. The longer, more detailed newscasts on public 
television, which are available free of charge, are shunned compared to 
the attention given to more entertaining regular news programs. 
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Voter education is definitely not the goal for most journalists. As 
one producer put it when asked about possible ways in which he 
might plead for more time from his station for election reports, "The 
worst thing we could do is to use 'the educational gambit.' If I went 
in and used that gambit, I'd be thrown out. They would tell me to go 
to work for educational television or public broadcasting" (Semetko 
et al. 1991, 36). 

At editorial conferences, where stories for newscasts are selected, 
election news is just another story that must compete for time on the 
basis of its newsworthiness rather than on the basis of public policy 
concerns. In the typical newscast, as described by an NBC producer, 
"The 'Nightly News' will normally have about three and a half to 
four minutes of campaign reporting, something like one minute and 
45 seconds for each candidate plus some 30 seconds for comments by 
correspondents and (anchor) Tom Brokaw. This is less than 20 percent 
of the total amount of 22 minutes available to the show each night" 
(Semetko et al. 1991, 37-38). 

On the other hand, this attitude that news production should be 
treated as a business venture is balanced by a sense of obligation to 
present stories that are important for the public to know. The notion 
that the media have a special civic obligation is embedded in American 
political culture. It explains why their business is the only one men-
tioned in the Constitution and given special status. Media are per-
ceived as the eyes and ears of the public and as being obliged to supply 
information that the public needs. The print media, in particular, often 
provide more detailed election coverage since they have more space 
available for political news than the broadcast media. The media also 
serve as civic watchdogs — as a fourth branch of government that holds 
the threat of adverse publicity over errant public officials. As part of 
the watchdog function, the media periodically look behind the stories 
submitted by government officials, particularly during election contests 
when the danger of deceptive government messages is heightened. 

Self-scrutiny by the media has become more common. Many news-
papers now have reporters and columnists who specialize in assess-
ing the quality of media coverage. However, it is more common for 
newspapers to critique television coverage than their own stories. In 
1988, the balance was 58 percent television criticism to 26 percent news-
paper criticism, with 16 percent of the stories critiquing both media. 
Subjects mentioned frequently included the negative coverage of vice-
presidential candidate Dan Quayle, the propriety of designating George 
Bush as the presidential winner early on and the deficiencies in issue 
coverage (Buchanan 1991). In addition to self-criticism, there has been 
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an upswing of media criticism by other sources, which the print media 
have reported extensively. 

Another important development in monitoring the quality of media 
messages is the advertisement watch that a number of print and elec-
tronic media have instituted; the purpose is to scrutinize candidate 
advertising claims and to alert readers to misrepresentations. In some 
cases, media have investigated issues raised by candidate pro-
nouncements so that they could supply factual data which had been 
excluded from the candidate messages; the purpose here is to clarify 
meanings that might otherwise fail to emerge. For example, a claim 
that a candidate favours tax reduction might be balanced by a story indi-
cating the cuts in services that reduced taxes would entail. While the 
positive consequences of such advertising monitoring remain to be 
assessed, there appear to be some unintended undesirable results: 
press attention to questionable advertisements has increased public 
awareness of them, along with public familiarity, and often acceptance, 
of their messages (Owen 1991). 

The major media have also improved the way in which they report 
polls. They routinely apprise the public of their polling methods and 
margins of error. Many write stories that put polling figures into proper 
perspective. The quality of poll conduct and interpretation has improved 
considerably. However, as pointed out in news stories, many smaller 
dailies and weeklies and smaller radio and television stations still fall 
short of acceptable standards. 

Coverage Patterns 
On average, in presidential election years, which are peak years for elec-
tion coverage, presidential election stories constitute roughly 13 percent 
of the news in elite papers, such as the New York Times and the Washington 
Post, and 15 percent of the news on the three major television networks: 
ABC, CBS and NBC. This is roughly the same amount of news devoted to 
foreign affairs and coverage of crime news (Graber 1988). Campaign cov-
erage is less in most publications that originate in smaller communities. 

During the course of the year-long campaign, election stories are not 
featured with unusual prominence in terms of headline size, front-page 
or first-story placement, and picture inclusion, and they are only slightly 
longer than average. This means that they do not dominate the news. 
Rather, they compete with other news for the voters' attention. 

Patterns of coverage by the print media and television are remark-
ably uniform in the types of situations that are covered and in the 
aspects of these situations that are stressed. They are also remarkably 
stable from election to election. This means that situations that are not 
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part of the established patterns described below are not likely to be 
covered in any of the mass media. This leaves troubling information 
gaps. When major events occur, all news outlets concentrate on them, 
often neglecting other important stories that are happening concur-
rently. This is the "pack journalism" phenomenon that has been decried 
by many media analysts. (The term was coined to describe reporters 
who, like a pack of wolves, jointly attack the same news target.) Likewise, 
journalists use the same appraisal dimensions for all candidates, though 
the emphasis put on these dimensions and appraisals varies for indi-
vidual candidates. For example, one candidate's ethics or energy policy 
positions may be discussed heavily and judged positively or negatively, 
while the ethics and comparable issue stands of another candidate may 
be ignored. These disparities make it difficult to compare candidates and 
make voting choices. However, in some media markets, the press, or 
organizations like the League of Women Voters, prepare and publish par-
allel columns of issue positions for each candidate so that these posi-
tions can be compared more readily. 

The largest variations among the news media throughout the 
country are in the amount of election coverage and the evaluation of the 
merits of candidates and their programs. These variations, which explain 
why voters judge candidates differently despite similar news patterns, 
are related to the preferences of journalists or media owners and their 
desire to appeal to different audience predispositions. For example, 
newspapers in large urban areas, where liberal Democrats abound, are 
far more likely to support Democratic policies than their country cousins 
are. Small-town people have a more conservative bent, as do their 
media. By and large, media owners are a conservative, Republican lot 
whose views often prevail on the editorial pages, while their staffs are 
far more liberal (Lichter et al. 1986). 

Content analyses of major newspapers and of television networks 
show that, on average, 60 percent of the substantive news in campaign 
stories focuses primarily on the candidates' personal and professional 
qualifications and 40 percent focuses on policy issues. When every 
issue in the story is coded (rather than a maximum of three issues per 
story, as is usual), the proportions tip more in the direction of issues 
(Graber 1983, 283-300). Table 6.1 presents the breakdown distinguished 
by one group of analysts for 1988, showing a somewhat higher than 
average issue content. Discussion of the candidates' qualifications 
includes personality traits, style characteristics and ability to project a 
favourable image, as well as professional skills. Usually, less than half 
of the comments in newspapers deal with professional skills, such as 
skills in handling foreign affairs, sustaining the economy and control- 
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Table 6.1 
Presidential and vice-presidential coverage in campaign '88 
(in percentages for each candidate) 

Topic Bush Dukakis Both Quayle Bentsen Both 

Character 26 20 8 39 45 19 

Competence 22 21 13 48 31 38 

Economic issues 16 13 23 1 2 10 

Domestic issues 23 30 35 5 12 24 

International issues 12 15 21 7 10 10 

Total numbers of stories 541 329 454 368 58 21 

Percent of stories 31 19 26 21 3 1 

Source: Adapted from Buchanan (1991). Based on 1 771 stories from 18 media sources, 
8 September to 8 November 1988. The media were the New York Times, Washington Post, 
Christian Science Monitor, Wall Street Joumal, Los Angeles Times, Newsweek, Time, U.S. News 
and World Report, National Journal, New York Daily News, Chicago Tribune, Houston Chronicle, 
Sacramento Bee, NBC, ABC, CBS, CNN and PBS. 

Note: Percentages do not add to 100 because of rounding. 

ling crime. For television, the emphasis on professional skills is an even 
smaller proportion. The most frequently mentioned characteristics are 
trustworthiness, strength of character, leadership capabilities and com-
passion. Style and image projection characteristics trail. 

Content analyses of election news have also shown that the cover-
age of policy issues is spotty, neglecting many important issues even 
when the candidates differ about the best ways to handle them. The 
issue positions of vice-presidential candidates remain virtually unex-
plored. The main emphasis is usually on domestic rather than foreign 
affairs. Domestic problems are more easily explained because audi-
ences can be assumed to know and understand the basic context. It is 
also easier to arrange good picture coverage for domestic affairs. Issues 
that are complex, of long standing and lacking in violence are least 
likely to be covered. Many social issues, such as care of the elderly and 
inadequate housing, fall into this category. 

Media issue coverage is much narrower than party platforms and 
does not stress the partisan aspects of the campaign. In recent elections, 
print media have featured some 25 issues and television around 20. Of 
these, only half were given extensive coverage. By contrast, party plat-
forms have covered well over 50 issues. The media prefer narrow issues 
on which there is a clash of views, but the candidates prefer to discuss 
broad, consensual issues; two-thirds of the issues mentioned by 
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candidates are broad, compared to one-quarter of issues mentioned by 
the media (Patterson 1982). 

Television coverage of policy issues is even more limited than news-
paper coverage. Stories are briefer and there is more emphasis on dra-
matic elements. The sources that are interviewed know that television 
news works in snippets and have learned to frame their remarks accord-
ingly. Events therefore become fragmented and barren of context. Yet 
the public seems to prefer this approach, judging from the fact that 
audiences are quite small for the more probing newscasts on public 
television and for the occasional in-depth election analysis programs. 
Television news has become the primary source of election informa-
tion for the majority of people, ranking well ahead of newspapers. 

The large number of print stories that appear during major national 
campaigns make it possible to discuss various topics in some depth. 
Since print media have fewer worries about losing clients to com-
petitors (because nearly all American cities are now served by only 
one daily newspaper), they often take advantage of their position of 
strength. Stories analysing the candidates, the issues and the conduct 
of the campaign, including information about the nature of adver-
tisements and the significance of various polls, can all be reported at 
some length. 

Television news must use different strategies. To keep audiences 
amused through fast-paced news, the usual election story is com-
pressed into 60 to 120 seconds. To save time, television newscasters 
create stereotypes early in the campaign. Thereafter, they build stories 
around these stereotypes. These televised stereotypes are the most per-
vasive election information made available to the electorate. The brevity 
of television news stories gives little chance for in-depth reporting and 
analysis. Stories therefore present simple, graphic images that illus-
trate selected themes about the candidates and the campaign. Like 
print news stories, they are selected for their presumed attractiveness 
to the audience. This means that they must contain new information 
that is exciting because of its significance, its human drama or its 
element of surprise. When these qualities fade, journalists switch atten-
tion to fresher targets. 

The most attractive themes are shared by television and print media, 
as well as being reported by nearly all individual media outlets. The 
result is pack journalism. A large number of news stories are initially 
collected by major wire services such as the Associated Press (AP) and 
United Press International (uri) or by the wire services of major papers 
such as the New York Times and Los Angeles Times. Skilful communica-
tions directors of the candidates have met with increasing success in 
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recent campaigns in creating appropriate news material, thereby tempt-
ing journalists to publish news that benefits their candidate (Morrison 
1988; Runkel 1989). 

Issue coverage by news sources is supplemented by issue cover-
age contained in political advertising in newspapers, on television and 
radio, or disseminated through videotapes, bumper stickers and bill-
boards. In earlier elections, when television commercials often lasted 
for five minutes, the major campaign issues were covered more exten-
sively in these commercials than in network newscasts (Patterson and 
McClure 1976). In the 1972 presidential campaign, between 18 September 
and 2 November, more than 65 minutes of advertising time were used 
by the Nixon campaign to report on the candidate's foreign policy 
stands regarding Vietnam, China, the Soviet Union and u.s. allies. The 
television networks spent an average of 15 minutes on these commer-
cials, and most viewers remembered more from them than they did 
from news items in regular broadcasts. Simplicity of content in com-
mercials, the excellent packaging and the frequent repetition of adver-
tising messages explain the better retention. 

In recent campaigns, most commercials have been compressed into 
30-second spots and their issue content has diminished (Kern 1989; 
Nesbit 1988). This does not mean that their ability to convey memo-
rable information has diminished, especially early in the primary season 
when voters form their initial opinions about many of the contenders. 
When voters are asked what they know about the candidates, responses 
frequently refer to facts gleaned from advertisements. This is especially 
true for voters who are politically uninvolved and therefore naïve. 
During the 1988 campaign, most voters remembered Vice-President 
Bush's advertised charge that Governor Dukakis was soft on crime and 
furloughed murderers. 

The memorability of these charges was further increased by ample 
press commentary about the controversial content. A study of 569 voters 
from Iowa, New Jersey and Virginia, which tested recall of the content 
of 1988 campaign advertisements, showed that 96 percent of the respond-
ents remembered the content of Bush's commercials, as compared to 90 
percent for Dukakis's commercials (Owen 1991, 45). Considering that 
the sample population ranked above average in education and that it 
was responding to a mail questionnaire, the high memory rate is likely 
to be above average. Nonetheless, it provides support for other findings 
that point to the high retention of information contained in commercials. 

However, except for low-information, low-involvement campaigns, 
advertisements appear to have limited persuasive appeal, although 
people learn facts from them (Patterson and McClure 1976; Robinson 
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1981; Owen 1991). Reactions to advertisements seem perceiver-
determined: people see in them what they want to see (Owen 1991), 
and commercials for a candidate whom they oppose are not likely to 
impress them favourably. The persuasive appeal of commercials is also 
undermined because people are exposed to a mixture of supportive 
and opposing advertisements. This makes them cynical. There is little 
scholarly corroboration for candidate claims that they won or lost 
because of certain commercials. Election choices hinge on a combina-
tion of many factors so that it is impossible to isolate a single one. 
Nonetheless, candidates and their handlers believe in the power of 
commercials to sway votes, particularly as partisan ties have steadily 
lost strength. Advertising campaigns have therefore been escalating, 
especially since cable television provides a new and somewhat cheaper 
outlet and makes it easier to tailor messages to the needs of smaller, 
more homogeneous audiences. 

The similarities in overall patterns of coverage spring from a strong 
consensus among journalists about what is newsworthy and should 
therefore be covered. For most journalists, the criteria of newsworthi-
ness reflect their views of the type of stories that media audiences would 
like to read and watch. Producing audience pleasers means concen-
trating and even spurring conflicts, keeping score about who is ahead 
and who is behind, and reporting whatever dramatic incidents or juicy 
personal details may emerge. Complex stories that are stuffed with 
data, especially statistics, are shunned. Journalists are less concerned 
about covering what audiences ought to know, in terms of the criteria 
derived from democratic theories. However, concerns about keeping 
voters well informed do account, at least to a minor degree, for some 
of the "meat" that is included in coverage. 

Instead of a "campaign model," where coverage would be a mirror 
of the actual campaign, coverage follows the "incentive model" where 
the appeal of the story to its prospective audience is the incentive that 
prompts journalists to cover it (Hofstetter 1976). The incentive model 
is clearest in media geared to specialized audiences, such as ethnic 
groups or economic interest groups. Their media unabashedly focus 
on stories that are of special interest to that particular audience. 

News patterns are not dominated by what the candidates wish to 
publicize, although they are drawn from what the candidates say and 
do. The fact that newspeople's preferences govern story choices mutes 
the candidates' influence on campaign coverage but by no means 
obliterates it. Candidates and their staffs have become increasingly 
adept at generating the kind of story materials and photo opportuni-
ties that journalists find irresistible. Even so, candidates perennially 
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complain that their discussions of policy issues are ignored. During the 
1980 presidential primaries, for example, five of the eleven major party 
candidates devoted more than half of their speeches to issues. Reagan 
and Kennedy speeches had more than 70 percent issue content. Yet 
media coverage failed to reflect this substantial emphasis on issues. 
Candidates also point out that media coverage routinely lags behind the 
acceleration of campaign activity before the primary and general elec-
tions, when candidates want to present their case to the voters and 
when newspeople are holding back on coverage because they are waiting 
to report the election outcome. 

Concerns about Quality of Coverage 
Analysts of campaign coverage are concerned that it is riveted too much 
on discussions of candidate personalities at the expense of a focus on 
issues. When issues are discussed, the overriding consideration is news-
worthiness rather than intrinsic importance. For instance, prison fur-
loughs for convicted murderers rank ahead of discussions of a staggering 
national debt or relations with a crumbling communist empire. Even 
when ample time is available to explore serious issues in depth, as hap-
pened when presidential nominating conventions were covered in full, 
the emphasis has been on brief, rapidly paced, freshly breaking events. 
In fact, the amount of coverage for particular issues often seems to be 
in inverse proportion to their significance. For example, huge amounts 
of coverage were given to candidate Carter's interview with Playboy 
magazine in 1976, in which he discussed his sexual urges, and to Senator 
Bentsen's essentially meaningless statement in 1988 that vice-
presidential candidate Quayle was no John F. Kennedy. Whatever sym-
bolic meaning these stories may have carried about Carter's character 
and Bentsen's assessment of Quayle's presidential calibre — and obvi-
ously there was some — they did not merit the amount of television 
time and newspaper space devoted to them. 

Especially on television, stories lack the necessary context that 
would help the voter determine how important a particular quality or 
issue is in relation to the job that the incumbent will have to perform. 
There has been very little systematic analysis of the essential require-
ments for the various governmental jobs and for ways to test which of 
the candidates best meets these requirements. In other professions and 
trades, precise standards and evaluation criteria have been developed, 
but this has not occurred for legislative and executive officials. 

In presidential elections, coverage deficiencies are most noticeable 
during the primaries, when high quality is crucial. The media concen-
trate their attention on the front runners, thus handicapping the 
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campaigns of the less well-known candidates from the start. This makes 
the ability to win in early primaries a key qualification for a successful 
candidacy. For example, in 1980, 81 percent of primary election cover-
age went to the four front runners; the remaining 19 percent was shared 
by the six second-tier contenders. At a time when the electorate should 
be made familiar with the diverse candidates, there is less emphasis 
on discussing personal qualities than later on. Most emphasis goes to 
horse-race and hoopla. 

Critics have also warned that campaign coverage has become exces-
sively negative, as illustrated in table 6.2, causing voters to become 
cynical and disinclined to vote. From a purely quantitative perspec-
tive, evaluative comments are not as bountiful as neutral statements. 
Yet from a qualitative perspective, when impact is considered, nega-
tive statements are most memorable and influential, followed by pos-
itive ones; neutral statements come last. In the negative vein, electoral 
politics is depicted as a disreputable activity undertaken by politicians 
to fool the public, and the media are pictured as the public's defend-
ers who try to uncover the truth. Journalists speculate about the venal 
motivations that prompt candidates to choose policy positions and 
build political coalitions. The pervasive cynicism is bound to rub off 
on the media audience, even though it is partly balanced by serious 
and more respectful coverage. 

The predominance of comments about the candidates' personal 
failings, incompetence and mismanagement is hardly fair to capable 
candidates whose personal strengths, skills and professional successes 
are slighted. It undermines their ability to command a following after 
the election, especially from voters in the opposing party. In 1988, for 
example, the chief Democratic contenders during the primaries were 

Table 6.2 
Candidate evaluation in post—Labor Day network television news, 1984 

Candidate 	 Score 

Ronald Reagan 	 -33 

George Bush 	 -55 

Walter Mondale 	 -10 

Geraldine Ferraro 	 -28 

Source: Data from Clancey and Robinson (1985, 53). 

Scores constitute the balance between all explicitly positive and negative references to the 
candidate. Neutral comments have been omitted. N= 625 news stories from the ABC, CBS and 
NBC early nightly news. 
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derisively referred to as "the seven dwarfs." During the general elec-
tion, 87 percent of the stories about candidate Bush were negative or were 
a mixture of positive and negative remarks, while for candidate Dukakis 
the comparable score was 62 percent (Buchanan 1991). The lead para-
graph in a 1980 Time magazine story summed up the Reagan/Carter race 
in a typically downbeat mood: "For more than a year, two flawed can-
didates have been floundering toward the final showdown, each unable 
to give any but his most unquestioning supporters much reason to vote 
for him except dislike of his opponent" (King 1981). Negative comment 
comes primarily from selecting sources with negative opinions about 
a candidate (for instance, soliciting appraisal of a candidate's pro-
nuclear energy stand from nuclear foe Ralph Nader). While negative 
news is pursued, good news and favourable appraisals are shunned 
lest they be interpreted as flattery. Cynicism is chic. 

Another complaint is that the bulk of campaign coverage usually 
goes to horse-race events — who is ahead and behind and what hap-
pened on the campaign trail. Such coverage trivializes elections, making 
them seem like fleeting contests. In 1988, 60 percent of the combined 
content of newspaper and television stories dealt with the horse race 
or candidate squabbles, with most media hovering near the mean. These 
figures are based on content analyses of campaign coverage in 18 news 
sources: the New York Times, Washington Post, Christian Science Monitor, 
Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, Newsweek, Time, U.S. News and 
World Report, National Journal, New York Daily News, Chicago Tribune, 
Houston Chronicle, Sacramento Bee, NBC, ABC, CBS, CNN and PBS. These 
media were analysed between 8 September and 8 November 1988. By 
comparison with the coverage of campaign events, coverage of policy 
issues was sparse, amounting to roughly 30 percent for issues and can-
didate qualifications combined (Buchanan 1991). The remaining cov-
erage was devoted to news about voters and about the nature of media 
coverage. 

The emphasis on horse-race coverage has been enhanced by the 
growing popularity of featuring public opinion polls. Polls have become 
an increasingly important aspect of campaign coverage, especially since 
major media institutions now have their own polling divisions. Examples 
are the CBS—New York Times poll, the NBC—Associated Press poll and the 
ABC—Washington Post poll. These polling divisions become hyperactive 
during campaigns and their results are featured by the organizations 
that are footing the bill. During the final week of the 1984 presidential 
election, for instance, the New York Times devoted one-third of its elec-
tion coverage to poll reports (Patterson and Davis 1985). The polls 
become benchmarks for voters, who use them to identify potential 
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winners and losers and, if so inclined, switch their votes to jump on or 
off the bandwagon or change their minds about the need to cast their 
votes (Owen 1991). Polls are also used by potential candidates to deter-
mine whether to enter the race or to stay out. For example, Reagan 
decided to challenge Ford in 1976 because Ford's ratings were low in 
the period before the Republican nominating convention (Broh 1983). 
Similarly, Carter's low poll ratings in the 1980 campaign encouraged 
Edward Kennedy to challenge him. Low poll ratings, besides suggest-
ing lack of voter support, also portend diminished financial resources 
and volunteer help. 

The complaints about too much horse-race coverage at the expense 
of stories about candidate qualifications and policy issues must be put 
into context. When campaigns are lengthy, candidate qualifications and 
policy issues, once they have been covered, are no longer news. The 
only genuinely new happenings are the unfolding events of the cam-
paign. They may be trivial, but they are new and exciting. Races make 
hearts pound. Americans love them. The basic language about cam-
paigns refers to combat and games; it does not refer to discourse, argu-
ment, reasoning or contemplation. Candidates "run" for election or 
"compete" for them. They don't "stand" or "sit" for elections, as the 
metaphors suggest in other countries. Networks, ever eager to boost 
audience size, feel compelled to make political stories entertaining. For 
television, this means brief stories with attractive visuals, and prefer-
ably reporting something new — a formula that spells "horse-race." 

The desire to keep audiences attentive also explains why campaign 
stories frequently feature predictions about future events, even when 
they are useless for preparatory action. Predictions heighten the drama 
and bring people back to find out whether the predicted event did in 
fact happen. For example, voters gain little from the many election 
outcome forecasts that abound on the day before voting takes place. 
There is little harm in such news, of course; but when there are fre-
quent, justified complaints about insufficient time and space to present 
important news, why waste that precious resource on idle speculation? 

Lower-Level Races 
Coverage patterns for lower-level races are broadly similar to those for 
national races, but there are distinctions because these campaigns are 
much shorter and less well financed. Coverage is much sparser, there-
fore, and focuses on matters that are of particular local concern. The 
substance and amount of coverage depend on the race. Hotly contested 
ones receive the most attention. When the outcome seems certain, there 
is much less attention on the horse-race and on the personality traits of 



1 5 7 
MASS MEDIA AND ELECTIONS IN THE U.S.A. 

candidates, and more attention is focused on the record of the incum-
bent and the claims of the challengers. As well, reporting of poll results 
is less common than on the national level (Entman 1992). 

Television coverage is sparse for campaigns that dip below the 
statewide level, especially when the boundaries of media markets and 
electoral districts do not match well. It is considered wasteful to use 
free or paid media to discuss a campaign that interests only a fraction 
of the audience reached by a medium. Local elections make more use 
of radio commercials, billboards and flyers than is true of nationwide 
campaigns. Except for nonpartisan elections, they often put greater 
stress on identifying the candidate's party. The chief goal is usually to 
gain name recognition or, failing that, to ride into office on the strength 
of a party label. However, local patterns are not homogeneous; they 
vary from state to state and from race to race. 

THE MEDIA AUDIENCE 

Ideal versus Real Voters 
How well do the media educate voters? The answer depends on the 
definition of "well educated." An idealistic definition posits voters who 
have been informed by the media about all of the major political issues 
of the day, the policy options available for dealing with them and the 
policy positions taken by all candidates for a particular office. Voters 
would also know their own policy preferences. As rational decision 
makers, they would determine which candidate reflects their positions 
most closely, and they would then vote for that candidate. Roughly 
12 percent of the electorate meet these criteria (Neuman 1986). 

Assuming some diligence in exposing themselves to elite news-
papers, news magazines and telecasts, such voters can find the neces-
sary information in the American media for top executive positions, 
such as the presidency or governorships, and for major national and state 
legislative posts; but for lower-level positions, such information would 
be hard to find. 

The vast majority of voters do not come close to the ideal pattern, 
and they lack the inclination to do so. For example, when the National 
Opinion Research Center asked people in its 1982 General Social Survey 
to rate matters that were important to them, family and children ranked 
at the top (6.77 on a 7-point scale); politics and public life rated 4.02, 
below relatives, friends and acquaintances, career and work, leisure 
time, and religion and church. During the early months of the 1988 
presidential campaign, 69 percent of the respondents to a nationwide 
Gallup poll had paid attention to a human interest story about a small 
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child trapped in an abandoned well; 40 percent had followed the 1987 
stock market crash closely; 37 percent had paid close attention to the 
u.s. Navy's escort of Kuwaiti tankers in the Persian Gulf; but only 15 
percent claimed close attention to the Republican race (Buchanan 1991). 

One can raise questions about the soundness of the traditional 
model of the ideal voter, since it flies in the face of the realities of the 
civic virtues and cognitive capacities of average Americans. Average 
voters do not want to spend much time learning about electoral poli-
tics, and even when they do make the effort, the complexity of modern 
politics makes clear-cut decisions impossible. Forming opinions about 
complex issues like defence policy or monetary policy is well beyond 
the reach of the average voter. Besides, most policy options have advan-
tages as well as disadvantages and bring unequal benefits and sacrifices 
to various groups of citizens. The fact that controversies about these 
policies are widely aired in the media is an added complication. If 
the experts disagree about the appropriate assumptions and reme-
dies in major policy areas, how can ordinary citizens expect to reach 
defensible conclusions? 

Given the multitude of issues with which modern governments 
deal, voters are likely to have major areas of disagreement with every 
candidate. Moreover, it is uncertain which of the issues discussed during 
a campaign will require action during a candidate's term and what 
obstacles are likely to affect the implementation of such action, making 
it impossible to stick to campaign pledges. New and unforeseen issues 
may arise later on. For this reason, it may be wiser and simpler to con-
centrate on general impressions of the character and capacities of the 
candidate or to use party affiliation as cues. 

An Informed Electorate? 
In view of the limited interest in election news, it is not surprising that 
the biannual surveys conducted by the Survey Research Center at the 
University of Michigan show that, on average, only 16 percent of the 
electorate reach genuinely high scores when judged on their ability to 
give up to five responses to open-ended questions about liking and 
disliking parties and presidents (Kessel 1988; Smith 1989). Fifty-nine 
percent score below the mean in knowledge about candidates and 
parties (Kesse11988); only slightly more than half of the respondents are 
able to comment on the strengths and weaknesses of more than one 
candidate. During the 1980 presidential primaries, only 17 percent of 
the respondents increased their knowledge during the primaries, which 
occur from February to June; another 10 percent actually lost ground 
over the course of the primaries (Keeter and Zukin 1983). By early 
September 1988, nearly half of the respondents did not know who the 
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vice-presidential nominee was on the Democratic ticket (Buchanan 
1991). The fact that citizens also report being interested in the campaign 
obviously does not mean that they learn a great deal new. 

However, the situation is not as dismal as it may seem. Although 
most people retain little specific knowledge from exposure to the media, 
they do gain impressions and draw conclusions which they are able to 
recall later. Thus, dissatisfaction with a series of candidates sponsored 
by one's party over several elections may crystallize into a feeling that 
the party fields poor calibre candidates, even if one does not remem-
ber who these individuals were. Studies of inferential reasoning also indi-
cate that voters have schemata about many aspects of elections, such 
as the stands of the parties, from which they are able to draw infer-
ences (Conover and Feldman 1986). This explains why they may retain 
conclusions drawn from long-forgotten facts. People often vote for the 
candidate who espouses positions that they prefer, even when they 
cannot recall what positions their chosen candidate has taken or the 
specifics of the policy (Graber 1988). 

Knowledge about the candidates reflects media coverage but is a 
much abbreviated and blurred version. Facts and figures are rarely 
recalled. When they are, mistakes are common. Most voters pay atten-
tion to only a narrow array of issues which have special salience for 
them. Complex policy alternatives are remembered far less often than 
policies that involve simple yes or no choices. When people are asked 
about what they have learned and why they would vote for a candidate, 
three out of four answers concern personality traits (Graber 1989); they 
revolve around human qualities such as trustworthiness, strength of 
character and will, and compassion for people in all walks of life. 

Basing decisions largely on personality criteria makes sense, because 
this is one area in which voters have developed judgemental expertise. 
They are particularly astute in interpreting the body language visible 
on television. Notwithstanding candidate efforts to project idealized 
images and media efforts to deflate these images, the realities of the 
situation become apparent to most voters over the course of a lengthy 
campaign. Even though voters often evaluate candidates differently, 
this does not mean that they disagree about their characteristics (Owen 
1991). When voting choices are not based on personality characteris-
tics, they are often based on stereotypical party cues. When party cues 
are lacking and when media coverage is scant, as happens in primary 
elections or in nonpartisan elections at the local level, voter turnout is 
usually very low. 

When people mention issues, they stress domestic economic and 
social problems proportionately much more than the media do. People 
usually do not refer to campaign events and they touch much more 
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lightly on foreign affairs and general domestic issues. Although people 
find campaign hoopla entertaining, they make little effort to commit it 
to memory. Focus groups conducted during the 1988 elections suggest 
that the public considers horse-race coverage excessive. However, the 
focus group participants did not express great interest in exposing 
themselves to the news about issues and about candidate qualifications 
that was provided by public television stations, CNN and the major 
national newspapers (Buchanan 1991). 

Media impact on the vote is greatest for heavy consumers of media 
fare who are ambivalent about the candidates (Weaver et al. 1981). 
Messages are most potent if they concern a significant unforeseeable 
event that appears as a genuinely new consideration. Major foreign 
policy successes or disasters and major scandals are examples. Thus, 
there seems little reason to fear that campaign coverage will lead to 
massive swings in votes. However, since many elections are very 
close, a shift of even a small percentage of the vote can change the 
election outcome. 

This fact explains the concern about media impact on election out-
comes. The concern extends to possible bandwagon or underdog effects 
from broadcasting election returns and projections while the polls are 
still open on election day. The precise balance between these counter-
vailing effects remains uncertain (Tannenbaum and Kostrich 1983). To 
forestall them, in states which have no legal prohibitions, voluntary 
restraints by media organizations have been recommended and have 
partly been implemented. Moreover, it remains controversial to what 
extent journalists should alter news production out of a concern with 
the impact that their stories are apt to have. In the case of exit polls, 
concern about possibly adverse consequences from such polls and 
from early forecasts seems excessive to some observers, who point out 
that voters are bombarded throughout the election year with infor-
mation designed to sway their vote. Why, they ask, should there be 
squeamishness on the last day of the campaign about potentially per-
suasive information? 

The issue is further clouded by the fact that the actual impact of 
such early disclosures is in dispute. Various studies have come to dif- 
ferent conclusions, possibly because impact varies. One recent study 
suggests that roughly 20 percent of the registered voters who did not 
vote in 1988 stayed away because exit polls indicated that the winner 
had already been determined. While their votes would not have changed 
the outcome of the presidential contest, they could have affected other 
contests for which these people would probably have voted if they had 
gone to the polls (Lavrakas and Holley 1990). 
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BEYOND VOTER EDUCATION 
The major impact of media coverage springs from the effects of news 
stories on the viability of the candidates, rather than from producing 
well-educated voters. Media are most influential early on, when impres-
sions of parties and candidates are shaped. Name recognition bestowed 
by news stories and a winner image are the crucial factors that permit 
front runners to emerge. Front-runner status then attracts money and 
other campaign resources. The media also determine to a large extent 
by what crucial issues each candidate's competence will be judged. 
They do this by focusing the voter's attention on selected individuals 
and by highlighting selected aspects of their personalities, careers and 
policy positions. By moulding the images of political reality, the media 
shape the political and emotional context of the election that leads to 
subsequent voting decisions (Hadley 1976). 

When the media highlight dramatic events, often out of propor-
tion to their significance, they become the highly influential occurrences 
that have been called "medialities" (Robinson 1981). Medialities may 
be scandals involving the candidate's personal or official life, or events 
like the stock market crash of 1987. The way such stories are featured 
gives them exaggerated importance. The media can also destroy 
candidacies by publishing information that reflects adversely on the 
candidate's character, even if it does not genuinely relate to the candi-
date's fitness for office. For example, news that the candidate used a 
prohibited drug decades earlier may ruin the candidate's chances. 
Information about marital infidelity, divorce, out-of-wedlock children or 
even cheating in college may be highlighted and may lower poll ratings, 
thus reducing the candidate's ability to attract campaign resources. 

Campaign conduct has become media-centred because candidates 
believe that media coverage is crucial. Gaining coverage involves spend-
ing large blocks of time cultivating relations with media personnel, 
accommodating to media beats and deadlines and, most importantly, 
doing and saying things that provide good story material. The ability 
to cater to human-interest concerns or to the fascination with political 
conflict is important. News coverage is viewed as a matter of exchange. 
The media exchange their ability to publicize candidates and issues in 
return for story material supplied by candidates in readily usable ways. 

Audiovisual messages are deemed particularly potent in convey-
ing favourable images of candidates, because they are akin to personal 
encounters between candidates and voters. They can convey impres-
sions about the candidates' personalities and capabilities far more 
rapidly and completely than any other medium. For example, the 
apprehension that John F. Kennedy might be too young and 
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inexperienced for the presidency was allayed by his performance in 
the televised debate with Richard Nixon. Similarly, the fear that Ronald 
Reagan might be too old for the rigours of the presidency was allayed 
by the vigour he displayed during the televised debate with Walter 
Mondale (Rosenberg and McCafferty 1987). 

A much-quoted anecdote captures how highly televised effective-
ness is regarded. CBS television reporter Leslie Stahl condemned can-
didate Ronald Reagan during the 1984 campaign for falsely posturing 
as a man of peace and compassion. Her indictment was accompanied 
by pictures that showed Reagan "basking in a sea of flag-waving sup-
porters, beaming beneath red-white-and-blue balloons floating skyward, 
sharing concerns with farmers in a field, picnicking with Mid-Americans, 
pumping iron, wearing a bathing suit and tossing a football ... getting 
the Olympic torch from a runner, greeting wheelchair athletes at the 
handicapped Olympics, greeting senior citizens at their housing project, 
honoring veterans who landed on Normandy ... joshing with the press 
corps, impressing suburban school children, wooing black inner-city 
kids" (Schram 1987). Stahl's attack on the candidate fell flat. Indeed, 
one Reagan assistant actually thanked Stahl for broadcasting four and 
a half minutes of favourable pictures, because "that's all the American 
people see" (ibid.). This observation is supported by the fact that during 
the 1984 presidential campaign, favourable pictures coincided with 
favourable poll results even when verbal media commentary was pre-
dominantly negative for a candidate (Graber 1987b). 

In recognition of the potency of pictures, candidates now rely on 
experts to hone their television skills and to create appealing visuals. 
The television age has put a premium on candidates who perform well 
on that medium. This makes it more difficult, though not impossible, 
for candidates who lack these skills to be selected initially and to prevail 
if they are selected. Walter Mondale attributed his inability to defeat 
Ronald Reagan to the disparity in television skills. While it is difficult 
to establish just how much this disparity contributed to his defeat, ana-
lysts agree that it was a factor. The candidate who is able to hire the 
best team of media experts, which usually means the candidate who has 
most money available, enjoys a tremendous advantage. Currently, 
media expenses, including the cost of commercials and of gaining news 
exposure, are the single largest cost item for candidates at all levels, 
taking between 30 to 50 percent of their budgets. 

PROBLEM AREAS 

Structural and Political Bias 
What are the major inadequacies in campaign coverage at the present 
time? High on the list are problems of unequal coverage for various con- 
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tenders. These problems are primarily matters of structural bias that 
arise from technical difficulties, rather than political bias based on ide-
ological considerations. For example, it is easier to interview a New 
York—based candidate about a breaking news event for the early 
morning news than a Los Angeles contender who would have to be con-
tacted well before dawn. Both types of bias are troubling because they 
affect the outcome of campaigns. Political bias is rare because the media 
are not under party control. To appeal to broad audiences, they try to 
keep explicit partisan views out of news stories. It is therefore not sur-
prising that only 1-4 percent of news stories show traces of political 
bias (Graber 1989). Editorials, of course, are intrinsically biased because 
they express value judgements. While the elite press leans toward 
liberal views, the majority of the press has usually leaned in a con-
servative direction on its editorial pages, despite the fact that liberals 
predominate among rank-and-file reporters and editors (Lichter et al. 
1986). 

As part of their editorializing, the news media explicitly endorse 
various candidates. Their willingness to take sides raises questions 
about partisanship possibly creeping into news stories. The impact of 
editorial endorsements varies. Republican presidential candidates 
have received most of the endorsements in the 20th century, yet, in 
spite of this, Democrats have won close to half the elections. 
Endorsements seem to be more influential when they come from elite 
media and refer to lower-level offices rather than the top spots. Below 
the presidential level, the media tend to give somewhat more cover-
age to their endorsed candidates. 

However, for the most part, electronic as well as print media geared 
for the general public try to produce balanced coverage of all major 
candidates for the same office. But the standards used in striving for fair-
ness and balance are debatable. Newspeople traditionally aim for rough 
parity in the number of stories about each candidate and rough parity 
in the number of overtly favourable and unfavourable stories, irre-
spective of the comparative newsworthiness of the candidates or their 
comparative merits. Fairness, as currently interpreted, does not mean 
that competing candidates are discussed along identical dimensions, 
despite complaints by various politically disadvantaged groups, such 
as women and African Americans, that such disparities are unfair to 
them. African Americans contend that too much attention is focused on 
their race, while women believe that coverage often ascribes political 
interests to them based on stereotypes. Current fairness conventions 
do not require that the candidates' friends and enemies are quoted in 
equal proportions or that their stories get similar time, space or place-
ment, nor do they require proportionate coverage of major political 
orientations. For example, during the 1984 Democratic National 
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Convention, 85 percent of the interviews with Democrats featured lib-
erals, even though liberals constitute a much smaller proportion than 
this in the Democratic party in Congress. Only 56 percent of the 
Democrats are liberals (Adams 1985). 

Coverage varies because the newsworthiness of candidates varies, 
as does their willingness to talk to reporters (Graber 1986). Media 
markets often do not coincide with electoral districts, and consequently 
the appeals of candidates who are of interest to only a small fraction of 
the audience in that market tend to be slighted. Charismatic candidates 
get more coverage than lacklustre ones. Incumbents have a distinct 
advantage over challengers; even when they attract the same number 
of campaign stories, they usually get additional attention through cov-
erage of their official duties (Stovall 1984). This is particularly true for 
top offices such as president and governor, but it is also a factor at the 
legislative level. Challengers in contested congressional elections receive 
the least coverage (Goldenberg and Traugott 1984). As table 6.3 shows, 
in both House and Senate races, most of the coverage of challengers 
deals with campaign events, whereas incumbents receive most cover-
age of their political attributes (Clarke and Evans 1983). 

The most damaging inequalities in coverage occur during primary 
contests when many candidates are competing for the same office. The 
media, in a political triage operation, bestow the lion's share of cover-
age on the candidates that appear to have the best chance of winning. 
Usually, these are the incumbents or otherwise already well-known 
candidates. The emphasis that the media place on early victories makes 
coverage more manageable, but it also creates a psychological momen-
tum that increases the winning candidates' chance of gaining subse-
quent victories. Without media legitimation, political unknowns have 
little chance, and they are.  forced out of the race prematurely. 

Table 6.3 
Median number of local newspaper paragraphs mentioning selected themes in 
14 tight congressional races, 27 September to 7 November 1978 

Themes 
	

Incumbent news 	 Challenger news 

Campaign organization 	 22 	 27 

Personal characteristics 	 10 	 13 

Political attributes 	 49 	 4 

Issues/ideology/group ties 	 29 	 12 

Source: Clarke and Evans (1983, 61). 
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The impression that early front runners are likely to win is enhanced 
by the fact that polls early in a campaign primarily measure name 
recognition rather than popularity. Thus, well-known candidates 
benefit because the voters simply do not know the others. Early in 
the campaign, media coverage and high poll ratings go together and 
bring in money, but after a while, winning primary contests counts for 
more. Winners get the coverage and losers do not, except when these 
results defy expectations. However, the substance of coverage tends to 
be unfavourable for front runners who are often attacked. (For example, 
Senator Gary Hart, who received favourable coverage initially, was 
attacked after he trounced Vice-President Mondale in the 1984 New 
Hampshire primary election.) Nevertheless, most candidates prefer 
unfavourable coverage to no coverage at all. 

At times, unknown candidates can beat the odds. This happened 
when Jimmy Carter campaigned for two years before the presidential 
primaries so that he could gain name recognition. Such tactics have 
served to stretch out overly long campaigns even further. Another tactic 
used by candidates to gain a winner image and enhance name recog-
nition is to concentrate on early campaign events, such as the New 
Hampshire primary and the Iowa caucuses. Winners in these contests 
increase their chances of gaining early name recognition. For example, 
after Governor Carter won the New Hampshire primary in 1976, he 
received the lion's share of media coverage, for although he had gar-
nered only 30 percent of the vote, this exceeded expectations and was 
therefore considered a major victory (Bartels 1985; Orren and Rockefeller 
1987). The same manoeuvre failed to clinch the nomination for Senator 
Gary Hart, who finished second in the Iowa caucuses and beat Vice-
President Mondale in New Hampshire. In the end, the Vice-President 
received the nomination. 

An Embarrassment of Riches 
The fact that American elections involve a plethora of offices at the 
state and local levels makes it difficult to cover all of them and sustain 
audience interest. Consequently, the media are forced to be selective, 
and this results in unequal coverage, along with the distortions it brings 
to the electoral process. Campaigns for the top offices get the most 
attention at the expense of important but less elevated offices. For 
example, Americans receive a great deal of information about presi-
dential campaigns but comparatively little about congressional cam-
paigns. A comparison of television coverage of the 1988 presidential 
campaign with the 1990 congressional campaign showed that only 170 
stories were aired during the 1990 congressional races; but when the 
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1988 presidential race was added, the total swelled to 2 201 stories 
(Media Monitor 1991). Similarly, campaigns for state legislative office 
rarely receive much coverage, whereas gubernatorial contests are rea-
sonably well covered. In states with long ballots, where the heads of 
various administrative agencies as well as judges are elected, coverage 
for individual candidates is extremely sparse. 

A major gap in coverage is the slight attention given to vice-
presidential candidates, except when they appear to be particularly 
unfit as happened initially in Vice-President Quayle's case. In a typical 
presidential campaign, 95 percent of the coverage goes to the presi-
dential contenders and only 5 percent to the vice-presidents — who 
stand a very good chance of becoming president, but who ride into 
office under their president's name. Efforts to keep coverage balanced 
between candidates for the same office do not extend to third-party 
candidates; they are usually ignored, except for a few prominent ones 
like George Wallace of the American Independent Party, Robert La 
Follette of the Progressive Party and John Anderson of the National 
Unity Campaign. 

Another facet of the unequal coverage problem is the relative cov-
erage of various contests during primary campaigns. Early contests 
are covered excessively, while later ones are slighted. In the 1984 pri-
maries, for example, Iowa and New Hampshire, which represent less 
than 3 percent of the u.s. population, received almost one-third of the 
total media coverage in the major television networks and the New 
York Times. New York, California, Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Illinois, 
which have 31 percent of the u.s. population, received another one-
third. This left primaries in the remaining 43 states, where two-thirds 
of all Americans live, with slightly over one-third of the coverage 
(Adams 1987). Given the impact that news about winners and losers 
has on the outcome of the campaign, the ballots cast by voters in the 
well-covered states become much more influential than ballots cast in 
other states. Candidates therefore make special efforts to woo voters 
in these states, including promising them favoured treatment if the 
candidate wins. 

Legislation has been proposed to rearrange primaries so that cov-
erage inequities could be reduced. For example, a large group of states 
might share the opening of the primary campaign by holding their pri- 
maries on the same day. However, states which stand to lose political 
clout by such an arrangement are likely to block such reforms, arguing 
that those Southern states which hold combined primaries on "Super 
Tuesday" in early March have been disappointed in their hopes of 
attracting more equitable coverage. 
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Buying Access through Advertising 
One common way to gain access to the media is to buy advertising 
space or time. Many campaign managers believe that campaigns can 
be won or lost through advertising, making expenditures for creating 
advertisements and publishing them eminently worthwhile (Kern 1989). 
For instance, in 1988, voters allegedly learned the cutting edge issues 
through commercials. Commercials can be carefully constructed to 
maximize the chances that they will attract voter attention to concerns 
favoured by their sponsors, and can be coordinated with news and con-
stantly monitored through focus groups and polls. They have the advan-
tage of repetition. On the minus side, they are a comparatively 
discredited, suspect source. 

Television advertising is generally deemed the most effective form 
of advertising, but it is also the most costly. In 1988, the Bush campaign 
spent approximately $35 million on television advertising for 37 spots, 
and the Dukakis campaign spent $30 million for 47 (Owen 1991, 34). The 
chance of using commercials therefore depends on the ability to raise 
funds. Minor candidates in national elections — and sometimes even 
major candidates — have lacked the money to be competitive in adver-
tisements. Below the national level, less well-financed races have also 
been unable to afford television advertisements. Yet these are the offices 
that receive the least news coverage, and commercials are thus their 
best means of getting their message to the voters, who lack alternative 
sources of information about candidates (Graber 1989). The impact of 
advertisements can be decisive, especially when elections are close and 
involve many uncommitted, comparatively disinterested voters 
(Robinson 1981; Owen 1991). 

Federal Election Commission data show that during the 1990 mid-
term elections, in which incumbent members of Congress achieved a 
95 percent re-election rate, the incumbents held a 20 to 1 financial 
advantage over their challengers during the crucial final weeks of the 
campaign. By mid-October, incumbents had a combined war chest of 
$120 million, compared to $6 million remaining in the coffers of their 
challengers. Most challengers had less than $25 000 available. Only 
fifteen challengers won. Of these, seven had spent more than $297 000 
by mid-October — nearly four times the average spending of challengers. 

The best-financed candidates do not always win, but because folk-
lore says they do, folklore has become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Candidates who have money troubles are generally viewed as weak, 
so support for them is likely to dwindle, and candidates who see their 
chances of raising money as slim are not likely to run. The outcome is 
that people who have money to give, such as political action 
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committees (PAcs) or individual wealthy benefactors, known as 
"angels," gain in influence over election outcomes. However, the 
growth of cable television may reduce the disadvantages springing 
from limited funding, for cable television is less expensive and can 
be targeted to smaller audiences. 

REFORM SUGGESTIONS 
There has been a great deal of dissatisfaction among the American 
public and among politicians and scholars about the manner in which 
recent American election campaigns have been run. The 1988 campaign 
brought much of this criticism into the open and produced many widely 
publicized suggestions for reform. The concluding section of this study 
presents the gist of these reform proposals grouped according to the 
political actors who could be most instrumental in carrying them out. 

Candidates and Campaign Consultants 
To improve campaigning, candidates should agree about matters to 
be avoided, such as inappropriate remarks about race, religion or eth-
nicity, irrelevant ad hominem attacks, and misleading and inflamma-
tory rhetoric. Even though negative advertising has proven effective 
in tarring opponents with unfavourable images, candidates should 
eschew this tactic as a dangerous breach of ethics that can reduce cam-
paigning to a mud-slinging contest that harms the democratic process. 
If consultants recommend such tactics, candidates should counter-
mand them. Since voluntary constraints are unlikely to be sufficient to 
curb the practice, incumbents should support some of the legislative 
measures designed to curb abuses by linking candidates more closely 
to commercials for their campaigns. Incumbents should also support 
greater powers and financial resources for the FEC to investigate abuses 
and initiate punitive actions. It seems incongruous that "truth in adver-
tising" is the law of the land in the United States when it comes to 
commercial messages and that these laws are strictly enforced, yet 
there are no constraints on misleading the public through skewed or 
irrelevant campaign messages. 

More positively, candidates should agree which key issues need to 
be addressed by all candidates for the benefit of the voters. They should 
engage in meaningful debates about domestic and foreign policy issues 
with or without media moderators. In fact, some scholars and politicians 
would make debates mandatory as a way of presenting the issues to 
voters and showing them where each candidate stands. This recom-
mendation is based on considerable evidence that debates slightly raise 
the knowledge levels of the least informed, although they do little for 
the well informed. 
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Several changes in the format of candidate debates have been 
proposed (Kraus 1988; Jamieson and Birdsell 1988); critics have 
charged that at present they are merely parallel press conferences 
and that they should be replaced by a genuine debating format. 
In the reformed version, the candidates might ask each other ques-
tions. Alternatively, members of the general public, rather than the 
press, might ask questions. In the past, when members of the audi-
ence have been the interrogators, their questions have run along dif-
ferent lines from the questions asked by journalists during debates. 
Another reform calls for removing the stringent limits on the time 
available for answers. Candidates cannot give balanced answers to 
complex questions within 60 to 90 seconds. However, increasing 
response time begs the question about how far the audience's atten-
tion span can be pushed. 

Candidates could make a major contribution to curbing escalating 
campaign costs by self-imposed and mutually agreed limits on the 
number and cost of advertisements of all kinds. They could refuse to 
take contributions from PACs, as some members of Congress are already 
doing. However, this would not stop such committees from organizing 
on a candidate's behalf and spending money to promote the candidacy. 

All such limitations would require an imbalance of sacrifices in that 
incumbents, who are currently able to raise money most easily, would have 
to forgo opportunities for the benefit of challengers. It is also within the 
power of incumbents to pass legislation to mandate some of these reforms, 
but it is unlikely that they would act in such a self-denying way, since the 
First Amendment provides a convenient cloak with which they can justify 
their reluctance to restrain expenditures that might finance more campaign 
messages. However, voter disgust with excessive spending and scan-
dals linked to campaign funding could overcome this reluctance. 

Campaign consultants can contribute to improved campaign news 
by universal acceptance and observance of their current code of ethics so 
that none can benefit from behaviour that others have foresworn. Like 
the medical profession's credo, "Above all, do no harm," consultants 
should avoid campaign practices that debase politics, that lead to unin-
formed voting and that make it more difficult to attain good government 
after the election. They need to deal with violations through professional 
sanctions imposed on violators, rather than through retaliating in kind. 
Other professions have succeeded in controlling abuses through self-
policing. There is no reason why consultants cannot do likewise. 

The Media 
The media can improve campaign coverage by a more aggressive 
questioning of candidates about significant issues that the candidates 



1 7 0 

MEDIA, ELECTIONS AND DEMOCRACY 

have ignored. Usually, there are many important issues, such as the 
budget crisis in 1988, which all candidates shun for reasons of polit-
ical expediency. Where resources permit, reporters should research 
these topics and present the missing information to the public. 
Journalists should also provide more excerpts from candidates' state-
ments on issues, rather than summarizing them briefly. More cover- 
age should be given to third-party candidates and to vice-presidential 
contenders. The former deserve a hearing for their political views, 
and the latter need to be assessed as potential presidents. In state and 
local elections, more coverage should be accorded to lower-level 
offices, including some free television time. Reporters should also 
assess what the voters want to know and should provide informa-
tion accordingly. 

Media coverage would be more useful if journalists organized infor-
mation better for easier comparison. For example, they could list impor- 
tant issues along with the stands of all candidates on those issues. Such 
box scores should be featured repeatedly throughout the campaign, 
because different voters tune into the campaign at different times. 
Moreover, many quickly forget what they have heard. 

Journalists should also offer more ample evaluations of the politi-
cal significance of the differences of candidates and their programs. 
They should carefully examine the validity and relevance of claims that 
are made by the candidates and stated in advertisements, and they 
should question priorities that seem misplaced. Editorial pages should 
be used more extensively to condemn undesirable campaign behaviour. 
At the same time, the tone of coverage should be less cynical, with 
fewer implied accusations of the "When did you stop beating your 
wife?" variety. Poll coverage should be placed in a better context: voters 
need to be alerted to the fact that an understanding of polls requires 
an understanding of the political context in which they were taken. 
They need to be made aware that questions can be posed in such a way 
that they channel answers in predetermined directions. 

The major media organizations, which are now running their own 
polls and which feature them endlessly throughout the campaign, 
should reconsider the merits of doing so. With the box scores of various 
tallies changing repeatedly, often within a very brief span of time, the 
information is little more than trivia. Worse, it can create false images 
that distort the outcome of the campaign. When media pay for the 
production of such information, they commit themselves to its 
publication, irrespective of its value. This is a very uncomfortable 
position for a conscientious editorial staff. If excessive poll coverage 
were to be curbed, the space and time freed up could be used for more 
valuable coverage. 
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During debates and other important broadcasts, the electronic media 
should provide candidates with a captive audience by avoiding counter-
scheduling. This would prevent citizens from taking refuge in enter-
tainment fare and ignoring political broadcasts designed to educate 
them. The sizable number of viewers who watch television nightly 
without too much concern about particular programs could be enticed 
to watch political broadcasts if nothing else were available. However, 
while most of the suggestions for media changes are feasible and are 
unlikely to arouse major opposition, this last suggestion could be prob-
lematic. With the spread of video recorders and videotape libraries, the 
force-feeding of politics by eliminating competing broadcasts would 
be less likely to be successful. 

Political Parties 
Political parties could contribute to reform by restructuring the cal-
endar for primaries in order to reduce the disproportionate influence 
of early primaries on the campaign. They could work toward lower-
ing campaign costs by shortening campaigns, and they could strive 
to educate and train novice candidates better about the fundamentals 
of running good campaigns, including the media aspects. They could 
help by financing campaign messages of resource-poor candidates. 
They could also monitor the quality of campaigning by candidates 
running under their party banner. They could take action against can-
didates who violate accepted standards of good campaigning. They 
could also make greater efforts to gain publicity for party platforms and 
to articulate national priorities when candidates fail to do so. Since 
neither the media nor the candidates have made voter education a pri-
ority, the parties need to fill this gap (Patterson 1989). 

Compared to other democracies, election turnout rates in the United 
States are low. For the 1988 presidential race, they stood at 50.15 percent; 
and for the 1945-81 period, the u.s. rate was 59 percent, compared to 
77 percent in Britain and 87 percent in West Germany (Orren 1987). In 
addition to the political cynicism that pervades the campaign and dis-
courages voting, u.s. voter registration requirements are a major hurdle. 
The two reasons combined explain why only about 61 percent of the eli-
gible voters are registered. Among voters who consider the trouble of 
registering for elections worthwhile, 75 to 80 percent vote in presiden-
tial elections. To improve the situation, the parties, with the assistance 
of the media, could mount a major campaign for eased registration pro-
cedures, such as allowing registration by mail or at various public agen-
cies and reducing the length of waiting periods. The major obstacle to 
the success of this proposal is the fear that eased registration would 
sharply increase illegal additions to the voters lists, leading to massive 
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election fraud. Election outcomes would then be in doubt. In the small 
number of states where voters can register when they apply or renew 
their drivers' licences, average voter turnout has increased by 10 percent. 
The parties could also lend their support to the passage of a National Voter 
Registration Act that would ease the registration process and make it 
more uniform. If a compromise could be reached about the appropri-
ate provisions of such an Act, it would probably be passed. 

Media Audiences 
Since the real or imagined desires of media audiences are a major influ-
ence on coverage, audiences are powerful shapers of media content. 
They can increase the chances of getting better campaign coverage by 
keeping in touch with media personnel and requesting coverage that 
is missing or too sparse; they can voice protest when coverage seems 
bad; and they can bring pressure on media personnel by patronizing 
"good" media and encouraging others to do likewise. Since mass media 
need mass audiences, this type of support or disapproval is a potent 
weapon. Media audiences can also complain to candidates and politi-
cal parties when campaign information is poor, inadequate or objec-
tionable. Although all of these steps are uncomplicated, they will founder 
on the shoals of public apathy. 

The academic community can contribute to better campaign cov-
erage by researching what types of knowledge are essential for informed 
voting choices and what information is detrimental to informed voting. 
It would seem, for example, that negative information about candi-
dates is appropriate and even desirable when it is accurate and rele-
vant and is presented in a context that is not likely to mislead. On the 
other hand, scurrilous information that lacks relevance to the job the 
candidate seeks and that misleads or diverts attention or stirs hatreds 
would seem to be inappropriate and harmful; hence, it should be 
avoided, even if it seems to elicit voter support. 

Research could determine which characteristics or past-performance 
data predict how candidates will perform in the future. Media cover-
age could then emphasize this type of information. Audience needs 
and desires must also be studied more carefully to attain a better fit 
between them and the substance and format of information that is 
made available. Current knowledge about information processing 
already points the way to numerous reforms. For example, better coor-
dination between television pictures and text, so that they reinforce 
each other, would facilitate comprehension, as would more parallel 
presentation of the candidates' policy positions in print news stories. 
The knowledge gained through research and dialogue could then be 
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translated into guidelines for the political actors who dispense campaign 
information. Such guidelines must be realistic in terms of the charac-
teristics of various media and in terms of audience attention and com-
prehension. 

The role of entertainment media in disseminating political infor-
mation needs to be studied much more carefully. Because of their large 
and often devoted audiences, entertainment programs may have 
substantial potential for informing voters. This potential should be 
examined seriously. 

The changing demographics in the United States provide added 
impetus for such an examination. The traditional formats for elec-
tion broadcasting — as exemplified primarily in news and public 
affairs programming — are designed for what could become an increas-
ingly narrow segment of the electorate. Many voters may be more 
attuned to gaining information through other formats, such as the 
standard entertainment programs of television, or storytelling modes. 

Obviously, the agenda for reform of media coverage of cam-
paigns is large. Its implementation will require considerable effort 
by politicians, journalists and ordinary citizens throughout the United 
States, but the stakes are high, and the momentum for reform has 
been growing in strength. In line with the American public's strong 
aversion to government interference with the media, most reform 
proposals call for voluntary action. This speeds and eases the pos-
sibility for adoption. It therefore seems reasonable to expect that the 
1992 presidential election campaign will benefit from at least some 
of the reform proposals spawned by the dismal performances in 
1988 and 1990. 
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IN CANADA 

Frederick J. Fletcher 
Robert Everett 

THE CANADIAN SYSTEM of campaign communication is the product 
not only of indigenous evolution in the context of its own political and 
media institutions, but also of the influence of external models. The 
British model influenced the development of both the political system, 
including parliamentary practices and elections, and the mass media 
system. For example, the mandated role and philosophy behind the 
British Broadcasting Corporation had some influence on the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation, especially in the early years of broadcasting. 
More recently, Canadian political journalism has been influenced by 
American experience. Indeed, campaign communication in the United 
States and Canada is more similar than their distinct political institu-
tions and processes would lead one to expect. The emulation effect seems 
quite clear. Other industrial democracies, including the United Kingdom, 
have been similarly influenced by American electoral campaigns and 
media coverage but have not always responded in the same ways. 

The purpose of this study is to trace some of these external influ-
ences on campaign communication in Canada and, more generally, to 
examine Canadian practice in a comparative context. The other chap-
ters in this volume have provided an overview and critical assessment 
of campaign communication in eight countries. Here, an attempt is 
made to discuss Canada along the same lines. 

THE POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF CAMPAIGNS 
The essential feature of election campaigns is the contest among the 
major parties for voter support, but that contest, fought in the ridings 
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and more importantly in the media, has a number of consequences 
beyond the vote. The political significance of campaigns must be 
assessed, not only in terms of voter choices and election outcomes, but 
also with regard to the quality of the public debate, the information 
environment provided for voters, and the images of parties, leaders, 
issues and institutions that emerge. Campaigns should promote a 
constructive engagement of citizens, foster their interest and confidence 
in and understanding of the electoral process, and provide a stimulus 
to participation. 

With respect to voter choice and electoral outcomes, the best 
evidence now suggests that campaigns are of increasing importance. 
There were major shifts in party preferences during the campaigns in 
1984 and 1988. These shifts reflect the growing volatility of voters' party 
preferences in Canada. Party identification appears to be weaker, and 
an increasing proportion of voters makes its choice during the campaign. 
The choice, however, appears to be based largely on the national 
campaigns, with local candidates having only modest effects in most 
ridings. The limited role of local candidates appears to be the result of 
various tendencies in the electoral process toward campaigns that 
revolve around national themes, even though important regional differ-
ences remain (Fletcher 1987, 346). Commentaries on other countries 
identify similar tendencies. For example, Warhurst (1991) notes that 
Australian campaigns are waged by parties that are "centralized and 
shaped by national considerations." 

Despite the national focus of campaigns, elections remain regional 
in significant ways. Examination of federal elections since 1945 makes 
it clear that they remain strongly regionalized despite increasing central-
ization of campaign planning and media coverage. These patterns 
usually coincide with provincial boundaries and reflect linguistic and 
regional economic differences. The basic themes of the national 
campaigns often resonate differently by region, leading to increasingly 
sophisticated regional targeting by campaign planners. 

Nomination battles remain essentially local, despite some central-
izing developments. Two key reforms of the 1970s — the printing of 
party labels on the ballot and the accompanying requirement that the 
national party leader endorse all nominees — have increased central 
influence on the nomination process. Recent controversies have 
produced some tightening of the rules. Nevertheless, the nominations 
process remains relatively informal and local in all the major parties. 
Nomination contests, though increasingly common, are not normally 
fought in public. Media attention is usually relatively slight, except 
where controversy is drawn to the attention of the media by the 
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participants, or in traditionally safe seats where nomination by the 
dominant party is tantamount to election. 

RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES ON THE MEDIA'S POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
Even more than in the United States, the assumption of limited campaign 
effects, based on early election studies in that country, has discouraged 
serious study of the media and elections in Canada. In making the 
inevitably difficult choices regarding variables upon which to focus, 
the first major surveys of electoral behaviour in Canada in the 
1960s paid limited attention to the potential effects of media coverage 
of campaigns (see Meise11975). The focus tended to be on such variables 
as party identification, relationship of partisan choice to socio-economic 
cleavages, and other such factors. Revisionist approaches were slow to 
take hold, and, as late as 1979, the authors of the major work on voting 
in Canada to that date were unable to detect any significant relation-
ship between paying attention to campaign coverage and switching 
parties between the 1972 and 1974 federal elections (Clarke et al. 
1979, 290). In a later work, however, the same authors found at least 
the potential for media and campaign influences. In short, largely as a 
consequence of the time at which voting studies began in Canada, little 
work has been done on the relationship between media and campaigns 
at the federal or provincial levels. This is true of the limited number of 
studies of constituency-level campaigns as well. One result of this evolu-
tion has been a division of labour between students of the media, who 
have focused on campaign coverage itself, and scholars of voting 
behaviour, who have given little sustained attention to media effects. 

Campaigns are signal events in contemporary representative democ-
racies. A national election campaign produces bursts of intensive, 
comprehensive activity and broad recognition of its importance. Among 
the attributes of campaigns are "specific and overt aims and a limited 
timespan," which make possible some "assessment as to their effec-
tiveness" (McQuail 1987, 258). Although research results are far from 
conclusive in terms of mass media effects, the campaign at least satis-
fies the minimal prerequisites for investigation: an attentive media 
"audience," deliberate attempts to persuade by partisans, and coverage 
that approaches saturation levels. Moreover, the wealth of data from 
polls and focus groups is being mined for insights into the complex of 
variables — including media use — that feature in electoral decisions. In 
part, it is the mix of these variables that cautions against unqualified 
statements of media effect over the short term. 

Where the question has been posed in voting studies, it has been 
asked in terms of the relationship between gross amount of (reported) 
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exposure to media messages and actual conversion in party preference. 
Few attempts have been made to develop more precise measures of 
media use or to specify types and conditions of influence more clearly. 
The actual information environment in which voters make their choices 
and form their opinions about the system has been very little studied. 
As Siune (1991) argues, caution in this vein is warranted, given that 
the impact of television, for example, is contingent on variables such as 
interest, knowledge, education and durability of partisanship. 

Nevertheless, existing research has some important things to tell us. 
In a 1977 study of Ontario voters, it was found that while only 28 percent 
of respondents reported using the media as a basis for their vote deci-
sions, more than two-thirds turned to the media to find out the main 
issues in the campaign. Moreover, 88 percent said they looked to media 
coverage to find out what sort of persons the leaders were (Drummond 
and Fletcher 1980, 105-108). In a Decima poll reported in Maclean's 
(1988), 51 percent reported finding the media coverage helpful in their 
vote decisions. In addition, 45 percent said the leaders debates were 
helpful, and 26 percent found the party television spots provided useful 
information. Although these data are not sufficiently comparable to 
indicate a trend, they do suggest that voters themselves see media 
coverage as important and helpful. 

As far as information flow is concerned, there are several studies 
that demonstrate a relationship between media use and level of 
campaign information. In the 1977 Ontario study, knowledge of the 
names of local candidates and capacity to make specific comments 
about party leaders were both related to attention to campaign news and 
advertising, as were level of interest and probability of voting. There 
was a clear syndrome of interest, exposure and turnout. In general, 
respondents reported much less exposure to local candidate informa-
tion than to information about the provincial parties and leaders. These 
findings are reported in Drummond and Fletcher (1980, 105-108, 114). 

There is ample evidence that campaigns increase voter informa-
tion. A clear example is the 1985 Ontario provincial election, in which 
the opposition party leaders improved their recognition factors dramat-
ically in only a month of active campaigning (Fletcher 1990, 208). 
Lambert and his colleagues found a modest but potentially important 
relationship between media use and information holding in the 
1984 National Election Study, despite having to rely on variables not well 
designed to answer such questions (Lambert et al. 1988). The lesson 
here, perhaps, is that much more research is needed to understand the 
flow of information in campaigns, especially at the constituency level. 
In particular, new concepts are required to link information flow, 
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attitudes toward the political process, and various modes of partici-
pation. Variations among regions and constituency types might well 
be a focus of study. 

The influence of other forms of campaign communication also 
remains largely uncharted. Customarily, candidates release brochures 
in three waves, and, overall, they seem to have considerable success in 
communicating the names and party affiliations of local candidates. 
The impact of other forms of campaign activity is unclear. Palda (1985) 
demonstrates a clear relationship between spending and electoral 
success, and Krashinsky and Milne (1985; 1986) make a strong argu-
ment for an incumbent effect. Palda (1985, 537) relates the incumbent 
advantage to pre-election communication through subsidized mailings 
and constituency offices. However, Black (1984) found that the rela-
tionship between canvassing and reinforcement, conversion and turnout 
is very complex. Its impact varies with the competitive situation in 
the riding ("competitive contacting ... fosters reinforcement") and the 
activity of the dominant party (Black 1984, 372). It would be both theo-
retically and practically worthwhile to be able to specify the conditions 
under which various aspects of the constituency-level campaigns have 
measurable effects. 

The influence of news coverage and comment is also difficult to 
specify. While it is true that late deciders and transient voters are more 
willing to ascribe influence to the media than are other voters, the 
pattern of influence remains uncertain. Editorials and pundits have 
limited readership and, except in low information situations such as 
municipal elections, appear to have limited influence. Their primary 
effect appears to be on the morale of campaign workers. Sorting out 
the independent influence of the media in news coverage is difficult 
since parties have considerable capacity to influence the agenda. 
Nevertheless, there are, as will be seen, conditions under which debates 
among party leaders can have considerable influence. There is reason 
to suspect that the same is true for local candidates' debates and other 
elements in constituency-level campaigns. It would be useful to examine 
local campaigns in the ridings targeted by the three larger parties in 
order to identify the factors associated with targeting and the impact 
of the mix of national and local elements in the campaigns. (The deci-
sion to target a specific constituency by a national party appears to be 
based on competitiveness, voter volatility, and media fit.) The influ-
ence of campaign communication on turnout and voter information is 
important in the context of democratic theory. 

Even as the media take on greater importance — for both parties 
and voters — in election campaigns, other forms of communication 



1 8 4 
MEDIA, ELECTIONS AND DEMOCRACY 

continue to play a role in linking citizens and candidates. New tech-
nologies and techniques have been employed for soliciting funds, 
encouraging party memberships, maintaining contact with constituents, 
and communicating with voters. American parties (in particular the 
Republicans) and Political Action Committees first grasped the possi-
bilities of direct mail communication, computers, polling, focus groups, 
and new publishing formats in the 1970s. Subsequently, they have been 
adopted elsewhere. These techniques should not be viewed in isola-
tion from media strategies. During election campaigns, daily canvassing 
and focus groups are used to make quick adjustments in media strategy 
and to gauge reaction to commercials. Yet they also affect front-porch 
encounters between party workers and constituents when intelligence 
is gleaned from voters and fed into computer banks or when literature 
is targeted at specific groups. In many countries, it is assumed that 
acceptance and application of these techniques (together with the avail-
ability of funds) will lend a "competitive edge over opponents" 
(Warhurst 1991). 

To date, Canadian voting-behaviour specialists have conceded the 
possibility of media influence while remaining sceptical regarding direct 
influence. For example, Clarke et al. (1991) argue that opinions formed 
around debate performance had a modest impact on voting decision in 
1988. Another study indicated that the truly "attentive" audience for elec-
tion coverage is 50 percent or less of the public and that reinforcement, 
rather than conversion, results from exposure (MacDermid 1991). 
Evidence of the media's social power rests not only on the convictions 
of communications specialists, but on the practices (and spending) of 
political parties. Major party strategists believe that news coverage and 
broadcast advertising are the keys to electoral success. 

CAMPAIGN COMMUNICATION IN THE CANADIAN MEDIA 
The major elements in the Canadian campaign communication system 
can be classified in terms of the extent to which parties and candidates 
can communicate their election appeals without mediation. The 
messages can be essentially unmediated — free-time broadcasts and 
spots — or partially mediated — broadcast interviews and leaders 
debates — or mostly mediated. The mostly mediated messages are those 
presented as news and commentary. Messages presented in newspapers 
and magazines appear to be the most mediated, with television news 
more open to influence by the parties. 

Unmediated Communications 
As with most comparable countries, Canada has developed rules for the 
allocation of free-time spots and paid advertising. These regulations 
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have changed over time, a feature which is also shared with other juris-
dictions. This tendency toward change is evident in underlying prin-
ciples, mechanisms for determining or adjudicating allocation, and the 
specific formulas used in the allocative process. Adjustments of this 
kind are not simply refinements made in a spirit of democratic renewal, 
but are subject to political pressures and have their origins in a number 
of considerations, among them: 

the introduction of new technology, along with shifts in audi-
ence preferences, tastes and habits; 
increases in the number of private, entertainment-oriented media 
outlets, challenges to the monopolies of national public broad-
casters, and erosion of the public interest ethos in broadcasting; 
the participation of parties in the allocative process, particularly 
parliamentary parties, which translates into demands for greater 
input, control or access; 
shifting assumptions about the impact of various kinds of content, 
as well as their limitations and flaws; and 
a conscious attempt to create a "flexible" system. 

In addition, there is a reluctance to intervene directly in news judge-
ments, even where press freedom is not constitutionally protected. The 
regulations tend to apply primarily to alternative forms of candidate-
to-voter communication, such as broadcast advertising and free time. 

The actual public policy created out of the interaction of these forces 
differs from country to country. At one end of the spectrum, every polit-
ical party in Denmark receives equal allocations of time, provided it 
can obtain the signature of 1/175 of the total number of voters in the 
preceding election (Siune 1991). An obvious exception to this regula-
tory regime is the United States, where there are no allocations of time 
per se and where the environment is the least regulated (Graber 1991). 
Various attempts to impose spending limits, to establish rules of fair 
access, or to legislate a right of reply for candidates have been struck 
down by the courts or abandoned in the spirit of deregulation during 
the Reagan years. And in Europe, the rapid growth of private broad-
casting over the past decade, alongside the public systems, has brought 
new opportunities to purchase time for partisan advertising during 
campaigns. Often this advertising is available only at the local level. 

A 1981 survey of 21 democratic countries by the American 
Enterprise Institute disclosed that 18 countries had some form of free-
time allocation and that Canada was one of only four (Australia, Japan 
and the United States are the other notable exceptions) to permit paid 
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political advertising (Taylor 1990, 272). With the growth of private 
broadcasting in Europe in recent years, however, paid time has become 
increasingly available alongside free time. The rules for the allocation 
of free time among parties differ quite widely. The most common pattern 
is for the time to be allocated among the parties represented in the 
national legislature on the basis of the number of seats held or the share 
of the popular vote received in the previous election (or a combination 
of the two). However, most countries make some provisions for minor 
parties, especially when they achieve some prominence (as for the 
Greens in Germany). Only Denmark provides equal time for all 
competing parties (Siune 1991). The allocation rules for free time are 
often also applied to paid time, as has been the case in Canada since the 
1974 reforms. The rules place considerable weight on previous election 
results, making it difficult for new parties to gain access to time. 

Canada's regulations grew with the national broadcasting system 
and were incorporated into the central tenets of the system beginning 
in the 1930s. Regulation of political broadcasting began in 1936 with 
the passage of a Broadcasting Act that required the CBC to prescribe 
time periods to be devoted to political broadcasts (by private and CBC 

stations) and to ensure that times were assigned equitably to all parties 
and candidates. Sponsors were to be identified and all dramatized 
political commentary was banned. By the time these rules had been 
proclaimed, radio had featured in two election campaigns. In 1930, 
the leaders of the Liberals and Conservatives spoke over the air on the 
eve of the election. Five years later, the Liberals were stung by the barbs 
of "Mr. Sage," a fictional character invented by the (unnamed) 
Conservatives to pillory Prime Minister King. Emphasis within the 
guidelines reflected unique Canadian political dynamics. (The ban on 
dramatization was dropped from the Broadcasting Act in 1968 but 
remained in the regulations as a caution against "excessive theatricality") 

In performing its regulatory function, the CBC enunciated principles 
(in formal statements in 1939, 1944 and 1948) that are still operative: 
all parties must be offered equal and fair opportunities to explain their 
positions on the issues of the moment; no one should be permitted by 
virtue of position or wealth to dominate the airwaves; the right to 
respond to ideas is inherent in the concept of free speech. (See Soderlund 
et al. 1984, 118-19; LaCalamita 1984.) The underlying principle was that 
of a reasonably "level playing field" for the contestants. 

Initially, the parties were not allowed to purchase time on televi-
sion. Their unmediated messages were confined to the free-time broad-
casts using identified speakers (the infamous "talking heads"). The 
failure of such programs to attract substantial audiences gradually 
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brought changes. As Dalton Camp put it, "if the format was right for 
politics [in that it promoted issue-oriented discussion], it was wrong 
for television." It soon became clear that "if the parties were to use tele-
vision, it would have to be on television's terms" (1981, xv). Television 
campaigns, whether mediated or unmediated, had to be organized by 
television's rules. These rules, however, were not technologically deter-
mined but, rather, emerged from the professional practices of journal-
ists and advertising specialists. More informative campaign television 
may well be possible. 

New campaign regulations adopted in the 1970s were designed to 
provide registered political parties with a reasonable opportunity 
to communicate their appeals directly to the public. The rules restrict 
paid advertising to the final half of the eight-week campaign, regulate 
the allocation of paid and free time, limit campaign spending, and 
provide for reimbursement from the federal treasury of half the costs 
of radio and television commercials purchased by the registered parties. 
The advertising reimbursement provision was dropped in 1983 in favour 
of a general subsidy, a result in part of lobbying by the print media. 
(For a useful discussion of the regulations, see Seidle and Paltiel 1981; 
see also LaCalamita 1984, 563.) 

All broadcasters, including the CBC radio services, which normally 
do not run advertisements, are required to make available prime time 
spots (radio: 6:00-9:00 AM, noon-2:00 PM, 4:00-7:00 PM; television 
6:00 PM to midnight; see Canada Elections Act s. 99.4(b)), at normal rates 
for up to a total of six and one-half hours, divided among the parties 
according to a formula based on seats held in the House of Commons 
when the election was called, share of popular vote in the previous elec-
tion, and the number of seats contested. Free time — on both public and 
private networks — is allocated on the same basis. The actual time allo-
cations are negotiated by the agents of registered parties and the broad-
casters under the supervision of the broadcasting arbitrator. This position 
was created in 1983 to mediate between broadcasters and political parties. 
The arbitrator is appointed with the unanimous consent of the registered 
parties or, failing that, by the chief electoral officer. The parties are free 
to establish any time allocation upon which they can secure unanimous 
agreement among themselves. Should consensus prove elusive, the arbi-
trator applies a formula based on share of seats, proportion of popular 
vote, and percentage of seats contested in the previous election. 

The new rules permitted the parties to reach substantial numbers 
of voters with unmediated communications. The free-time broadcasts 
on CBC English television, for example, had an average audience of 
620 000 in 1979 — a figure that grew to 830 000 in 1988. On both CBC and 
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civ, free time was made available across a spectrum of programming, 
including public affairs (such as "The 5th Estate" and "W5"), daytime 
drama, situation comedies and sports. The party advertisements, not 
surprisingly, reached a much larger audience: 77 percent of respon-
dents in a national survey in 1979 reported having seen or heard a party 
spot during the campaign. The comparable proportion in 1988 was 
62 percent. This decrease suggests that it would be useful to trace audi-
ence patterns over time, since political broadcasts in Canada increas-
ingly face competition from other programming. 

Because free-time telecasts have smaller audiences, thought to be 
made up largely of already committed supporters, they have taken 
second place to advertising spots and news coverage, which are believed 
to reach more "switchable" voters. Indeed, the leaders of all the major 
parties turned down offers of free-time telecasts in 1953 (Soderlund 
et al. 1984, 18), but have since used them to provide further exposure 
for key campaign themes, often using extended versions of their spots, 
or "soft" features on their leaders. Cable systems — which have a high 
level of penetration in Canada — and some broadcasters also provide free 
time to local candidates. 

From the point of view of promoting discussion of issues and 
philosophies, the arrangements for 1988 were problematic. Among the 
items negotiated between the agents of the parties and the broadcasters 
was the duration of free-time units. These were agreed to be two minutes 
for the three major parties and one minute for all other registered parties. 
As a consequence, the broadcasts were essentially indistinguishable 
from paid advertisements. In fact, the networks treated them like spots. 
A requirement that free-time broadcasts be longer, perhaps a minimum 
of five minutes, might have produced a difference in both form and 
content, requiring a sustained argument. Such a change might have 
added to the range of information available to voters. 

Because of the Conservative landslide in 1984, the 1988 allocation 
of access to both free and paid time was even more skewed than usual. 
The Conservatives were allocated 50 percent of all available paid time; 
the Liberals could purchase 22.8 percent, and the New Democrats 
17.2 percent. The remaining 10 percent was divided among the 
remaining 10 registered parties (totals ranging from three to seven 
minutes). The free-time allocations were roughly similar. The conse-
quence of these allocations was to give the governing party a substan-
tial advantage over the others and to require the minor parties to rely 
on other means to have a significant role in the campaign debates. 
Minor parties receive relatively little coverage in news and public affairs 
as well, with the result that minority viewpoints are little heard during 
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campaigns, unless their proponents are able to afford advocacy adver-
tising of the type that emerged in 1988. The minor parties are limited 
by the paid-time allocation formula in the amount of time they 
can purchase (usually less than five minutes per broadcast outlet), 
as well as by their usually limited funds. 

It is true, however, that the new rules helped to equalize access to 
the airwaves among the established parties. The new limits reduced 
spending by the two major parties, while the public funding and tax 
credits for contributions permitted the NDP to increase its expenditures 
substantially. While the two largest parties continued to have a decided 
advantage, accounting for 78.6 percent of all advertising expenditures 
in 1979, the first election under the new scheme, this was a decline from 
their 91.1 percent share in 1974. The NDP was able to increase its share 
from 6.8 to 20.3 percent. By 1980, the NDP had increased its share to 
24 percent. During the 1988 campaign, the NDP actually outspent the 
Liberals and Conservatives in television advertising, accounting for 
35.7 percent of all expenditures on televised spots. By careful targeting, 
the NDP has in the past three elections been able to compete on even 
terms in key areas where it had a realistic chance to win. 

In an attempt to close a loophole in the spending limits provisions, 
spending restrictions were tightened to prohibit anyone but a regis-
tered party or candidate (and their official agents) from incurring expen-
ditures designed to promote or oppose a particular candidate or party. 
Approved by all three parties in the House of Commons in 1983, the 
amendments effectively precluded spending by interest groups during 
the campaign. Just prior to the 1984 campaign, the section was declared 
unconstitutional by an Alberta provincial court and the federal govern-
ment elected not to appeal. The matter remains unresolved, and, as one 
legal scholar noted, "the wild card of massive infusions of paid polit-
ical messages sponsored by 'parallel campaigns' run by political action 
committees heretofore strictly regulated looms large on the regulatory 
horizon and threatens to sweep aside the restricted system as it has 
evolved to 1984" (LaCalamita 1984, 578). The problem, as the chief elec-
toral officer acknowledged in his 1984 report, is to strike an acceptable 
balance between "adequate control of election expenses and the freedom 
of expression of Canadians" (Canada, Elections Canada 1984, 24). The 
parties, with their access to advertising limited to the last four weeks 
of the campaign and restricted by spending limits, could easily be over-
whelmed by wealthy groups, shattering the principles that have been 
accepted since the 1930s. 

One questionable effect of the new rules was to promote the use 
of television and radio spots. As Seidle and Paltiel put it: "An indirect 
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consequence of the reimbursement to parties for time purchased on 
the electronic media was that the national campaign committees were 
encouraged to spend a greater proportion of their budget than ever 
before on this form of advertising. 'Fifty-cent dollars' are hard to resist, 
and parties were given an incentive that accentuated the long-term 
trend in Canadian election campaigns away from the use of the print 
media to ... radio and especially television advertising" (1981, 277). 
Expenditures on television advertising by the major parties jumped 
from $1.2 million in 1974 (45 percent of all advertising expenditures) to 
$3.6 million in 1979 (55 percent) and $4.6 million in 1980 (62 percent). 
The 1984 figure was 54 percent, a decline that can probably be accounted 
for by the repeal of the partial reimbursement provisions. In 1988, expen-
ditures on print, television, and radio advertising by the three largest 
parties represented approximately 53.4 percent of all expenses. On 
average, television advertising accounted for 31.9 percent of total 
campaign expenditures by these parties. In addition, the major parties 
received free-time television allocations worth an estimated $6 144 997. 

In recent elections, while the national parties have spent more than 
80 percent of their advertising dollars — more than half of their total 
expenditures — on broadcast advertising, mostly television, local candi-
dates spent less than one-quarter of their advertising budget on the 
electronic media. In 1988, the figure fell below 10 percent for candi-
dates of the three main parties. There is a further distinction in that 
local campaigns are far more likely to rely on print media, weekly news-
papers in particular, while national advertising is concentrated on tele-
vision and radio. It is, perhaps, not surprising that the national 
campaigns have tended to dominate the public consciousness, despite 
spending somewhat less overall than the aggregate of local candidates 
($7.5 million versus $8.6 million). The proportion of total funds disbursed 
by the national offices of the three major parties has increased from 
about 30 percent of total campaign spending in 1974 to 47 percent in 
1984 (calculated from data in Paltie11975, 186-99). These figures support 
the general impression that campaigns have become more centralized. 

Measures of campaign effort and campaign expenditure in indi-
vidual ridings are not readily available, though we do know that all 
three national parties are increasingly targeting their messages to 
marginal ridings. The flow of information to the voter regarding the 
party leader and the local candidate varies greatly from riding to riding. 
Though no systematic studies have been done, observers have noted 
that the emphasis on party, leader and candidate varies on the basis of 
estimates by campaign organizers of the relative voter appeal of each 
in the particular region or individual district. The interaction of local, 
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regional and national campaigns in shaping the information environ-
ment of individual voters needs closer examination. 

The history of Canadian regulations and practices identifies a 
number of features shared with other countries. Although precise rules 
and conventions vary, the bulk of free time is allocated based on stand-
ings in the legislative assembly or share of the popular vote in the 
preceding election, with some minimum and often minimal allocations 
to small, new or non-represented parties. The rules favour established 
political parties, an advantage that is heightened when paid time is 
also available. 

Partially and Fully Mediated Communications 
As far as ostensibly nonpartisan campaign information is concerned, 
the national media — loosely defined as the prestige dailies, such as the 
Globe and Mail, Le Devoir and La Presse, the Toronto Star and the Montreal 
Gazette, and the major television networks, as well as the Canadian 
Press (CP), the Southam News service (sN, which provides specialized 
news, analysis and commentary to the 17 member papers of the Southam 
chain), CSC Radio, and a few syndicated columnists — tend to set the 
tone for election coverage. The national campaigns of the parties are 
oriented primarily to the national media. They rely on a "trickle-down 
effect" to reach the regions (though they do monitor key regional outlets 
and sometimes target particular regions for attention). The national 
late evening newscasts on television carry almost no local coverage. 
Even the highly rated supper hour newscasts produced by local stations 
tend to use syndicated reports on the leader tours as the focus of their 
campaign coverage. 

In addition to the style-setting national media, the system encom-
passes regional media consisting of metropolitan dailies and regional 
television networks, local dailies and broadcasters, community news-
papers and low-power radio stations, and magazines (in particular, the 
news magazine Maclean's). These media essentially compete for 
the attention of Canadians with American media, including a transcon-
tinental string of border stations. This is a factor which has to be taken 
into account, because these foreign media distract and may well disorient 
some voters (Everett and Fletcher 1991, 163). The division of labour is 
far from perfect, with news organizations at all levels offering a mix of 
national, regional and local coverage. The trend, however, has been 
toward metropolitanization of major dailies and television stations, 
with local coverage often left to smaller radio stations and community 
weeklies. A television station based in Vancouver, for example, will 
use retransmitters to cover much of the province, tailoring its local 
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news to cover as many as 20 ridings in a federal election, precluding 
sustained coverage of any routine local race. Recent closings of regional 
CBC stations in the wake of cuts in government funding will compli-
cate coverage in places such as southern Ontario and Calgary. 

The system is completed by cable television. Just over 70 percent 
of Canadian households subscribe to cable television, primarily to 
obtain clear signals from the American networks, and penetration is 
much higher in the major urban areas. Most cable systems cover rela-
tively few constituencies and are a potentially efficient means of local 
campaign communication. The cable systems deliver anywhere from 
12 to more than 40 channels, including American and Canadian off-air 
stations, pay-Tv systems, speciality services, and a community channel. 
Major Canadian urban centres have a vast array of services to choose 
from, with the result that campaign messages are always competing 
with a variety of entertainment programs. It is impossible to saturate 
the television medium with political messages, as is sometimes done 
in Europe, by broadcasting the same program on all channels. 

The major news organizations generally avoid overt partisanship 
in their news coverage. The last vestiges of a party press vanished in 
the 1960s, though some Canadian newspapers still have visible partisan 
leanings. In many European countries, however, the party press still 
exists. The broadcast media generally strive for a nonpartisan image, 
but there are a number of exceptions here also. In Canada, major private 
broadcasters and the publicly owned CBC usually avoid overt 
favouritism. The CBC's four principal networks — English radio, English 
television, French radio, French television — reach most of the country. 
The CBC also operates a Northern Service, an indispensable means of 
political communication in the territories and northern reaches of the 
provinces, and an all-news channel, which may be expected to offer 
some new coverage formats for the next federal election. In their news 
coverage, CBC outlets do not differ significantly from their private sector 
counterparts, except that they tend to devote more resources and time 
to public affairs coverage and are sometimes more venturesome. All 
these outlets are subject to frequent accusations of partisanship, but 
the bias often seems to be in the eye of the beholder. However, there are 
certain patterns of coverage that require careful examination in terms 
of their effects on the process and in terms of fairness. 

The major news outlets tend to focus on the national campaign, 
though they also offer profiles of local ridings and coverage of the all-
candidates meetings that are a feature of local campaigns. Editorial 
endorsements are common only in the larger dailies and appear to have 
little influence in federal elections. The major dailies have over- 
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whelmingly favoured the Conservatives in recent federal elections and 
have almost never endorsed the NDP. During the 1988 federal election 
campaign, which ultimately turned in large measure on party policy 
toward free trade with the United States, only two major dailies edito-
rialized against the proposed deal. This is often explained by the 
increasing concentration of ownership of the major media, especially 
ownership by large conglomerates with many non-media interests; but 
clear evidence is lacking. For a general survey of election coverage prac-
tices in Canada, including the role of ownership, see Fletcher 
(1981b, 79-102). There is some indication that concentration of owner-
ship has weakened local coverage (Canada, Royal Commission 
1981,163-79). 

On a day-to-day basis, the key style setters are the senior members 
of the parliamentary press gallery, based normally in Ottawa. The 
gallery's membership tripled between 1974, when there were 125 jour-
nalists, and 1990 (estimate by Taras 1990,71), but some two dozen high-
profile reporters and commentators continue to have substantial 
influence over the focus and tone of political coverage, especially during 
election campaigns. Their dominant role in campaign reporting helps 
to ensure knowledgeable coverage but also permits long-established 
attitudes and common opinions to affect coverage. The substantial 
influence on the coverage by national political specialists suggests the 
need for a careful look at their attitudes and work patterns, as well as 
the ways in which the major news organizations go about covering 
elections (see Gilsdorf 1990). 

In many other democratic countries, the news media are closer to 
government or to the leading parties. In this respect, the Canadian 
media are closer to those in the United States. In most countries, however, 
the major national media and the leading correspondents establish the 
agenda and interpretive framework for election coverage. 

JOURNALISTIC NORMS AND PRACTICES 
The information flow in election campaigns is influenced significantly 
by the rules of the news game and by practices specific to election 
campaigns. In addition to standard news values, which favour items that 
are simple, direct, personal, dramatic, and new, a number of other norms 
have emerged or been confirmed over the past decade. These include 
fairly well-established rules of proportionate allocation of attention 
among the major parties, especially on television; increased number of 
direct appraisals of how leaders are performing; increased attention to 
party strategies (and strategists); and a decreased acceptance of off-
the-record briefings and covering for gaffes. There was increasing 
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attention to issues from 1974 to 1980, with some of the major news organ-
izations establishing issue teams and analysing party positions system-
atically. This pattern of coverage was less evident in 1984, largely because 
of the nature of the campaign, but returned in 1988 as news organ-
izations tried to deal with the Free Trade Agreement. 

Data on allocation of attention among the major parties make it 
clear that coverage tends to be divided roughly according to standings 
in the House of Commons when the election is called. This is a conscious 
policy of the broadcast media, with most organizations monitoring 
their own coverage (as they know the parties do). Newspaper coverage 
also tends to follow these guidelines, though the editors of most of the 
large dailies deny it. Coverage of local candidates appears also to be 
largely on a proportionate basis, usually in riding profiles and coverage 
of all-candidates meetings, but some newspapers do pay approximately 
equal attention to all "serious" candidates. 

This pattern of proportional coverage is a response not only to pres-
sure from the major parties but also to the balance requirements imposed 
upon broadcasters. Section 3(d) of the 1968 Broadcasting Act specifies 
that programming presented by Canadian broadcasters "should provide 
reasonable balanced opportunities for the expression of differing views 
on matters of public concern." This has been interpreted by the CRTC to 
mean that equitable coverage of participants in the campaign in news 
and public affairs broadcasting is required along with the more precise 
requirements for free and paid time noted above. As the CRTC has 
expressed it, "The purpose of these requirements is to ensure the public's 
right to be informed of the issues involved so that it has sufficient 
knowledge to make an informed choice from among the various parties 
and candidates. This right is a quintessential one for the effective func-
tioning of democracy, particularly at election time" (1988, 7-8). The 
Commission emphasizes that "equitable" does not mean "equal," but 
that "all candidates and parties are entitled to some coverage that will 
give them the opportunity to expose their ideas to the public" (ibid., 8). 
The document makes clear that these requirements apply to all forms 
of programming but declines to make specific requirements for news 
and public affairs on the grounds that each broadcaster is unique in 
terms of responsibilities and resources. The broadcasters have responded 
to this responsibility by developing a convention of proportionate treat-
ment for the three major parties. In this sense, the allocative decisions 
made for regulated broadcasters influence other media outlets and 
practitioners. This pattern has been noted in other democracies as well. 
One example is the 1983 British election. Although trailing in the polls 
and out of the electoral race, the Alliance received a relatively high 
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share of attention in newspapers, a reflection of their electronic media 
allocations (Semetko 1991). 

Although regulations have an ancillary effect in keeping notions 
of fairness and equity in the minds of journalists, the impact on coverage 
is not always positive. While the convention does have the virtue of 
ensuring that the third major party does not disappear from the coverage 
as well as limiting the incumbent advantage, it also opens the news 
organizations to manipulation, since the parties can orchestrate the 
coverage by providing only one nugget of news each day. To meet its 
largely self-imposed quota of coverage for each party, each news organ-
ization is almost forced to use that nugget, which is transformed into 
a "sound bite" when it is aired during newscasts. Over time these clips 
have grown smaller: Gilsdorf and Bernier (1991) estimate they have 
shrunk from 30 seconds to 12 in Canada, while Taylor reports that the 
average length of candidates' sound bites on American television news 
has fallen from 42.2 seconds in 1968 to 9.8 seconds in 1988 (1990, 258, 
citing Adatto 1989). In addition, of course, the convention makes it 
difficult for the third party — or any party — to make gains, because the 
coverage pattern tends to persist with little regard to the quality or 
substance of the campaign. Minor parties are sometimes lumped 
together in a single report or tagged on to reports about the more promi-
nent parties. However, major gains in the polls will bring coverage, as 
has been the case for the Reform party since 1988. Minor and emerging 
parties have an even more difficult time getting attention in the United 
States, but the campaign discourse is considerably more open in most 
European countries. 

In the wake of the election campaigns of the 1970s, when charges 
of manipulation were rife, Canadian journalists developed a relatively 
high level of awareness of overt or clumsy attempts to control coverage. 
This is somewhat ironic, given that the concentration of media atten-
tion on leaders gives the parties a means and a motive to pitch campaigns 
in terms of personalities, style and managerial acumen. Even as "spin-
doctor" has become a pejorative term, synonymous with calculating 
partisan impulses, the media continue to rely on official sources for 
campaign material. In the same decade, books about the kind of jour-
nalism practised on campaigns in the United States (Crouse 1974) and 
Canada (Cocking 1980, writing about the 1979 campaign) turned a crit-
ical eye on the pack. Journalists are now including media-related 
phenomenon in the coverage. Advertisements are replayed and anal-
ysed; behind the scenes glimpses of life on the campaign trail are 
becoming familiar. During the 1988 and 1990 American elections, the 
print media began to publish critiques of television advertisements 
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and the veracity of candidate utterances (Graber 1991). This is consis-
tent with the self-regulatory principles of the u.s. media and doubt-
less helps newspapers to find a niche in the midst of electronic 
campaigns. These so-called truth boxes — assessments of advertise-
ments set off from other newspaper copy by a box — are costly and 
contested by party strategists but may have checked some abusive 
practices (Wolinsky et al. 1991). 

Taras has said of the 1988 Canadian federal election that journal-
ists "displayed an uncharacteristic reluctance to discuss party adver-
tising strategies, challenge the appropriateness or truthfulness of the 
'facts' presented in the ads or make judgements" (1990, 227). This 
seems to be an exaggeration, for it is clear that some commentary and 
analysis was inspired by the advertising (Kline et al. 1991). Ironically, 
too much attention to the strategies, however critical, runs the risk of 
accentuating an already overblown angle on elections, especially if 
context is missing. 

Other journalistic practices that have been examined include the 
increasing attention to public preference polls; the notable increase in 
the amount of direct appraisal of leader performance in the coverage; 
the greater attention to the personal lives and qualities of party leaders; 
and the increasing focus on the party leaders at the expense of other 
aspects of the campaign. These trends are present in most other indus-
trial democracies as well. 

It should be noted that campaign coverage, like all journalism, is 
profoundly affected by news-gathering routines, prevailing profes-
sional standards and values, and source—reporter relations, all of which 
help to explain the nature of news about elections. During election 
campaigns, the source—reporter relationship is at least as important as 
at other times and is probably more visible. Party tacticians, pollsters 
and "spin-doctors," once consigned to the back rooms, are caught by 
the media spotlight. In part, this visibility stems from a conscious effort 
by journalists to supply background information, to report a source's 
obvious or clumsy attempts to control them, and to prevent accusa-
tions of having been manipulated. However, it is consistent with reliance 
on those who can speak with authority. The implications of this rela-
tionship are worrisome. Ericson et al. note that the development of 
negotiated source—journalist relationships tends to frame the news in 
a way that is consonant with institutional preferences, simultaneously 
narrowing the bounds of legitimate debate and constricting policy 
options (1989, 1-27). 

In summary, the Canadian system of campaign communication is 
relatively nonpartisan and open to a variety of messages. However, 
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electoral regulations and journalistic practices tend to focus attention 
on the three major parties and their leaders at the expense of minor 
parties and other groups. The advent of party registration, along with 
other changes in society, has led to a dramatic increase in the number 
of parties without representation in the House participating in election 
campaigns, from two in 1974 to nine in 1988. However, they have little 
access to the national media. The focus on the national campaigns is 
very strong, and local candidates get little coverage in the major media, 
making it difficult for a local candidate to overcome an incumbent or 
to buck a national tide. Certain types of media appear to counter, or at 
least hold out against, this trend. Weekly, local or small-circulation 
newspapers are more open to communications initiated by minor parties 
(Hackett 1991), as are community cable channels (Desbarats 1991). Even 
so, these media are not always exploited or promoted in a way that 
would enhance their contribution to campaign communication. 

MAJOR TRENDS IN COVERAGE 

Dominance of Television 
By 1979, television had become the dominant source of campaign infor-
mation for voters. A clear majority of voters (52 percent) reported getting 
most of their campaign information from television; 30 percent 
mentioned newspapers and 11 percent radio (Carleton School of 
Journalism 1979). Newspapers continued, of course, to be the most 
complete sources of information and to influence broadcast news, but 
the radio and television news organizations became increasingly 
autonomous in their news judgements during the 1970s and devoted 
more resources to public affairs. The federal campaigns of 1957 and 
1958 were the first in which television was extensively used, but modern 
image politics did not come to Canada until the 1960s, when the national 
parties turned to private polling and the use of advertising agencies, 
initially employing specialists imported from the United States 
(Soderlund et al. 1984, 19-25). 

Television's dominance as a vehicle for campaign communication 
appears to rest on the interaction of a number of basic social, political 
and economic factors. Newspaper readership is in gradual decline, and 
limited literacy is a persistent barrier to printed text for many Canadians. 
Significantly, party officials are convinced that television advertising 
is both effective and cost-efficient, an assumption which spurs their 
increased attention to advertising strategies (Romanow et al. 1991). 
Television's constant presence in the home and multifaceted use makes 
it attractive, and the medium itself can convey a sense of animation, 
trigger emotion, and accentuate conflict. 
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The trend toward television dominance among voters in campaign 
settings is evident in virtually every industrial democracy. In Germany, 
television is considered the most trustworthy medium and is especially 
important as a source for information and commentary about national 
politics (Schoenbach 1991, citing Berg and Kiefer 1987). Data compiled 
from recent Danish surveys indicate that while the percentage of 
those who deem television to be the most important source of news 
about campaigns in national elections does vary somewhat, it is 
consistently above that of other media (Siune 1991, citing surveys in 
1987, 1988, 1989 and 1990). Comparable findings regarding the reliance 
on and trust in television have been reported about Australia (Warhurst 
1991), the United States (Graber 1991) and the United Kingdom 
(Semetko 1991). In Canada, television is the primary source of infor-
mation for 47 percent of the population, ahead of newspapers (31 percent) 
and radio (15 percent) (Adams and Levitan 1988). This ranking, if not 
the precise numbers, is found in most industrial democracies. 

More important than the fact of television dominance are its impli-
cations for the campaign process. Attention to television — either as the 
sole media source or in conjunction with newspapers, radio and maga-
zines — constitutes a powerful incentive to concentrate on the devel-
opment of positive televised images and sophisticated advertising 
strategies. Campaigns are run for television by the national parties, 
primarily because party strategists believe it is the best medium for 
reaching uncommitted voters. The strategists believe, with some support 
from Canadian voting studies (Clarke et al. 1984, 132-35), that the 
floating voters tend to respond to image politics, for which television 
is particularly well suited. Campaigns, therefore, have become contests 
of television performance. This conclusion is borne out by studies of 
other countries. For example, content analyses in Britain and the 
United States report that 78 percent of the visuals are "initiated by 
parties or candidates (i.e., conducting planned campaign engage-
ments)" (Semetko 1991). Influenced by television, the national campaigns 
tend to focus on party leaders, downplaying not only local candidates 
and potential cabinet members, but also policies and issues. One conse-
quence — with repercussions for the balance of power in the parlia-
mentary parties — is that "at election time, the leader has [tended to] 
become the party" (Snider 1985, 148-49). The evolution of television 
campaigning in Canada has clearly contributed to a decline in signifi-
cance of local candidates. 

Issues, approaches, perspectives, even the geography and timing 
of the leaders' campaign tours are dictated by the needs of television. 
Because the other news organizations also focus their coverage on the 
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leader tours, television tends to shape the news in other media. Unless 
a special effort is made to develop alternative material, newspaper 
coverage tends to become captive to the television-oriented campaign. 
Indeed, a major consequence of television dominance is to permit the 
party strategists to control the campaign agenda as long as they provide 
the brief, dramatic statements required by television. The responses of 
journalists have tended to revolve around revealing the marketing 
strategies of the parties rather than seeking a more balanced approach 
to coverage. If it is true, as many communication theorists argue, that 
emotional appeals are best suited to television and rational appeals to 
print, the dominance of television has altered campaigns significantly. 

Horse-race Journalism 
The term "horse-race journalism" has resonance in a number of juris-
dictions. In Canada, an early use of the term was that of Wilson (1980-81). 
Simply put, horse-race journalism implies a fascination with the final 
electoral outcome and the jockeying done by parties leading up to polling 
day. As Schoenbach (1991) notes, this sort of coverage attributes undue 
importance to the relative fortunes and standings in public opinion polls 
of leaders and parties. A related phenomenon is the accent on trivial 
incidents and colourful spectacles served up along the trail. Campaigns 
are constructed around daily pseudo-events staged by parties against 
the appropriate backdrops. While television finds the visuals irresistible, 
print journalists fish for angles that will enliven coverage, sometimes 
to offset the drudgery or counter the careful packaging. 

These characteristics are distressing because they overshadow or 
animate so much of the coverage at the expense of substantive issues. 
Data from one content analysis from the 1988 American campaign indi-
cate that only about 30 percent of content is based on either candidate 
qualifications or issues, as opposed to campaign events, voter profiles, 
poll standings, and the nature of media coverage (Graber 1991, citing 
Buchanan 1991). 

Focus of the Coverage 
Although analysts offer differing estimates of the magnitude of the 
dominance of the three major party leaders as a focus of coverage, the 
general consensus is that they are at the centre of the national campaigns, 
causing some observers to comment on the "Americanization" or 
"presidentialization" of Canadian electoral politics. (See, for example, 
Soderlund et al. 1984,127ff.) Whether or not leadership itself is an issue, 
the lead items on television newscasts and newspaper front pages gener-
ally derive from the leader tours. For the most part, other actors are 
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quoted in reaction to the statements of the party leaders. Local candi-
dates and interest group leaders tend to be virtually absent from high-
profile coverage. 

Such determined attention to the party leaders and their doings 
allows them to set the campaign agenda, with the result that campaigns 
tend to focus on the issues of strategic advantage to the major parties. 
Issues that do not fit this category, because the established parties tacitly 
agree to ignore them for tactical reasons, may never be raised, espe-
cially given the difficulties faced by non-party groups in gaining news 
coverage during campaigns. Because newspapers have followed tele-
vision in their coverage of the national campaigns, careful analysis of 
party policy or neglected issues is not common (though it is by no 
means unknown). 

Negative Tone 
Among the major findings of content analysis of media coverage of 
election campaigns has been the discovery of a clear trend toward more 
negative coverage of parties and leaders. Early studies of newspaper 
coverage, in 1962 and 1974, found that positive references tended to 
outnumber negative references for both parties and leaders. "The 
predominant role of the press in the 1962 election appears to have been 
that of cheerleader for all of the major parties," according to Qualter 
and MacKirdy (1964, 150-51; the 1974 reference is to Clarke 1984, 136). 
By 1979, however, the major parties and their leaders were both reported 
in negative terms, and, in 1980, all three parties and leaders received 
more negative than positive references. Except for the Liberals, the 
trend was reversed in 1984, but appears to have reappeared in 1988. 
Coders for a Carleton University study found that all three major parties 
and their leaders received more unfavourable than favourable coverage 
in 1988 (Frizzell et al. 1989, 89). Regional differences were slight in 
1979 and 1980 but were significant in 1984 and 1988, a phenomenon 
worthy of further study. 

The 1984 figures are the only ones in recent elections to show suffi-
cient difference in both direction and magnitude for the major parties 
and leaders to suggest a major public impact (Fletcher 1988, 174-75). 
Whether the media follow the poll results or influence them, it seems 
likely that such strong differences in media perception at least rein-
forced voter leanings. This seems especially plausible in the light of the 
finding that voters switching away from the governing party are likely 
to cite negative assessments of the party or leader (Clarke et al. 
1984, 142-43). The 1984 National Election Study found the media 
portrayal reproduced in the perception of its respondents, namely a 
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generally positive attitude toward Mulroney and a generally negative 
assessment of Turner (Kay et al. 1985, 32). 

What accounts for the negative trend in the tone of coverage and 
comment on the major parties and their leaders? With respect to the 
media in general, there is a predilection for "bad news." In terms of 
political reporting, two specific factors have been suggested: the nature 
of television and a growing cynicism among political journalists. 
Soderlund and his colleagues (1984) suggest that television may have 
a tendency "to seek out the confrontational aspects of party strategies"; 
television may be "more prone to carry the film clip in which one party 
leader attacks the other leader and his party, rather than being inclined 
to feature those parts of speeches devoted to the explanation of party 
policy. Politicians have reacted to this propensity by structuring their 
remarks to feed this appetite" (ibid., 87). In 1980 and 1984, the pattern 
for television and newspaper front pages was not very different, 
suggesting common news values, or that television coverage was setting 
the tone, as some have argued. As far as journalistic cynicism is 
concerned, interviews confirm that reporters' attitudes are a factor. 
Reporters and news organizations have reacted to the manipulative 
tactics of the parties — especially the two major parties — by turning to 
the evaluation of these tactics as a defensive measure, giving the 
coverage an appearance of cynicism (Fletcher 1981a, 291-92). The gener-
ally positive, or only mildly negative, coverage of the NDP and its leaders 
is usually attributed to its third-party standing. Since it has been deemed 
unlikely to form a government, the incentive for critical scrutiny is 
lacking. The NDP simply gets less attention. 

The lack of overall negativism in 1984 makes it clear that party strate-
gies do play an important role. The campaigns of 1979 and 1980 were 
marked by attack and counterattack, with both parties focusing on the 
leadership issue. This was much less true in 1974, when the differences 
between the leaders were generally framed in policy terms. Once again 
in 1984, the leaders generally refrained from direct attacks on one another. 
One might conclude, therefore, that the parties do play a major role in 
determining the tone of the coverage. Partisan attacks returned in 1988, 
and the coverage was once again judged negative. 

In short, the negativism apparent in the coverage of recent Canadian 
national election campaigns is attributable to changes in journalistic 
norms, especially the emergence of an "appraisal of performance 
approach" to the coverage of party leaders, as well as to party strate-
gies and the interaction between the two. Some have speculated that the 
negative tone of political coverage in general is threatening the legiti-
macy of the national parties and national institutions, but the linkage 
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is difficult to draw. It seems likely, however, that the negative tone of 
media coverage may be implicated in the finding that "every political 
leader in the past two decades has declined in public esteem from the 
benchmark established in his first election as leader" (LeDuc and Price 
1990, 14). It is interesting to note, however, that seeing the leaders in a 
less mediated situation — leaders debates — tends to improve their 
standing in the eyes of voters (ibid.). 

The cynical tone of campaign coverage is a matter of concern in 
other democracies as well, but particularly in the United States. As a 
recent study for the Kettering Foundation (1991, 55) put it, "citizens 
are tired and frustrated by the nature and tone of today's political 
debate." For this, they blame both politicians and the media. 

Media Polls 
Perhaps the most obvious trend in media coverage of national election 
campaigns over the past decade has been the proliferation of media-
initiated polls. During the 1979 and 1980 Canadian campaigns, there 
were eight and 10 national polls, respectively, and many regional and 
local ones. In 1984, there were 12 national polls. Polls were mentioned 
in 16 percent of election items on network television news in 1980 and 
20 percent in 1984 (calculated from Soderlund et al. 1984, table 3-7, and 
Romanow et al. 1985, table 3). They were the occasion for 9 percent of 
the front page stories in our daily newspaper sample in 1980 and 
12 percent in 1984. In addition, they formed the context for virtually 
all horse-race-oriented reports. Although they clearly reinforce the 
horse-race approach to election coverage, they are one element of media 
content that is outside of party control. In 1980, the Conservatives put 
their private pollster on the spot by asking him to refute media polls 
showing his party trailing. In 1984, Turner was put on the defensive 
by his sudden decline in public support in early published polls and 
suffered a further decline in his fortunes. Indeed, the electorate was so 
volatile in 1984 that several observers have speculated that the poll 
results played a critical role in the outcome (Romanow et al. 1985, 17). 
As one journalist put it, "the party that was able to persuade the voters 
it was going to form a national government might emerge as the winner" 
(MacDonald 1984, 281). The 1988 National Election Study found 
evidence that a "politics of expectations" was at work and that the polls 
contributed to strategic voting (Blais et al. 1990). Journalists have often 
confided that the coverage is influenced by the polls. 

In 1988, the number of national media polls climbed to 22. Analysis 
of the 1988 election coverage by Frizzell shows that polls were the main 
topic of anywhere from 4.7 percent to 7.8 percent of the stories in major 
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daily newspapers. Polls were the primary focus of 8.9 percent of elec-
tion items on CBC national newscasts, 14.9 percent on CTV, and 
11.4 percent on Global. The figures are not alarming, particularly when 
newspapers are covering the story and doing so in a relatively straight-
forward manner. The real problem is that poll standings leak into other 
forms of coverage, including background commentary and issue anal-
ysis (Frizzell 1991). This emphasis may well crowd out other reports 
of importance. 

The infamous Gallup poll of 7 November 1988, which put the 
Liberals at 43 percent, a 12 percent lead over the Conservatives, caused 
such consternation in the Conservative camp that they moved quickly 
to refute it, using their own numbers from Decima. They were concerned 
primarily about the morale of their own workers, but also with a possible 
bandwagon effect. The 1988 Canadian National Election Study did find 
evidence of influence on voter expectations (Blais et al. 1990). Over a 
longer term, a poll like this one, which appears to have been inaccurate, 
can also raise concerns about fund-raising and change the nature of 
campaign coverage. In this case, it may have worked to the benefit 
of the Conservatives, galvanizing support for their position. 

There was also a proliferation of local polls in key ridings. This 
development gave those races a profile that they would not otherwise 
have had. Many of them were technically deficient. Their impact on 
levels of voter interest, turnout and vote decision is not known. 

The proliferation of public opinion polls is by no means unique to 
Canada. In Britain, the number of polls published during the three-
week campaign went from a mere five in 1970 to more than 70 in 1987. 
In many industrial democracies, the polls have become a staple of 
campaign coverage, with both positive and negative consequences. 

Debates 
Televised leaders debates have become an important element of elec-
tion campaigns in many democracies since the Kennedy—Nixon debates 
in the United States in 1960. Canada saw its first debate in the Quebec 
provincial election of 1962 and at the federal level in 1968. By the 1970s, 
televised leaders debates had become common in European elections, 
and they now seem fairly well entrenched in many countries, though 
their organization and formats remain informal and subject to negoti-
ation among the parties and broadcasters (Bernier and Moniere 1991). 

In Canada, televised debates among the leaders of the three major 
national parties were an important feature of the 1979, 1984 and 
1988 campaigns. The programs were important not only in their own 
right — with very large audiences — but also as heavily covered political 
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events. The debates dominated the news for the next few days and 
were discussed right up to polling day. The single debate in 1979 had 
grown to three in 1984, two organized by the television networks 
(broadly following the 1979 format), one in each official language, and 
one organized by the National Action Committee on the Status of 
Women, Canada's most powerful women's lobby group, to focus on 
issues of particular concern to women. Only the network debates were 
held in 1988. 

The two major English television networks, CBC and CTV, which 
had failed to gain party agreement to a leaders debate in 1974, were 
joined in 1979 by Global, an Ontario-based network. The networks 
proposed that a nonpartisan moderator and a panel of journalists be 
used to keep things focused and moving. After lengthy negotiations, 
an agreement was reached. The parties agreed to a round-robin format, 
with opening and closing statements by each of the three leaders. Each 
30-minute segment pitted two of the three leaders against the other, 
discussing questions raised by the journalists. 

In 1979, the debate attracted a total audience of 7.5 million, nearly 
half of the English-speaking population. Its impact was limited by the 
fact that it was exclusively in English. In 1984, there were two network 
debates, one in each official language, and the privately organized 
women's issues debate, covered by the networks as a news event. More 
than two-thirds of adult Canadians watched at least one of the three 
1984 debates (Kay et al. 1985, 23). The 1988 debates attracted similar 
attention (LeDuc and Price 1990, table 1). 

Aside from heightening interest in the election, the 1979 encounters 
had little impact. A careful analysis of survey data concluded that it 
had no impact on voter choice, although Conservative leader Joe Clark 
was generally viewed as having performed least well (LeDuc and Price 
1985). 

The network debates in 1984 and 1988 both had dramatic effects 
on the campaigns. There were immediate vote swings — away from 
Liberal leader Turner in 1984 and toward him in 1988 — and in each 
case the dynamics of the campaign were altered. The debates changed 
party strategies and media coverage and also precipitated short-term 
shifts in vote intentions. In addition, they appear to have stimulated 
interest in the campaigns and to have had a measurable effect on levels 
of information about leaders and issues, especially among voters with 
limited knowledge of and interest in politics. Interestingly, it appears 
that all leaders who participate in debates gain in public esteem. (For 
fuller discussions of debate effects, see LeDuc and Price 1990 and Fletcher 
1987. On the educational impact of the 1984 debates, see Barr 1989.) 
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In general, the debates added little to the campaign agenda, because 
participating journalists focused on issues already on the table. Their 
major contribution, it appears, was to give the leaders an opportunity 
to communicate their central priorities and to probe the weaknesses of 
their opponents. While the exchanges did not add much to the infor-
mation of the highly attentive public, they appear to have improved 
the information environment significantly for many other voters. 

It is this educational effect that makes it worthwhile to consider 
mechanisms for ensuring that leaders debates take place. While it 
institutionalizes the leader focus of national campaigns, an unfortu-
nate consequence in the eyes of some, it does provide an important 
forum for discussion of the major issues of the campaign. LeDuc and 
Price (1990, 2) suggest that the debates are becoming institutional-
ized, both in probability of occurrence and in form. It is important, 
therefore, to consider the appropriateness of the format as well as such 
matters as frequency and timing. A very real problem is the exclusion 
of minor party leaders from the debates. To exclude them means omit-
ting the perspectives of significant numbers of citizens from the debates. 
To include them means to create a logistical nightmare and, probably, 
to lose much of the audience. Some form of compensatory time may 
be the answer. 

It is worth noting that debates among local candidates have become 
increasingly common in recent campaigns. Some local stations carry 
debates, usually as part of their newscasts or public affairs programming, 
as do many community channels on cable. A survey commissioned in 
1990 showed that 86.5 percent of community channel operators provided 
free time to registered parties and approximately 50 percent produced 
or covered local all-candidate debates (Desbarats 1991). 

CAMPAIGN STRATEGIES 
National campaigns in Canada revolve around leader tours and media 
advertising. The leader tours and speeches are supplemented by news 
releases from party headquarters, tours by the "B teams" of party nota-
bles, and constituency-level activities. In recent elections, all three major 
parties have exercised considerable central control over the campaigns 
at all levels, though advertising campaigns have usually been divided 
between French and English, with quite different campaigns in the two 
official languages (reflecting differences in political culture and issues). 
While the details of organizing the constituency campaigns are often left 
to provincial organizations, training materials and briefing materials 
are generally produced centrally. In recent elections, computerized 
communications systems have been used to produce frequent policy 
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updates for local candidates, providing constituency-level organiza-
tions with prepared answers for almost any conceivable question 
regarding party policy. Local candidates are left to canvass and exploit 
local media while the national campaigns dominate the highly visible 
prestige media. 

With the exception of the poorly organized Liberal campaign of 
1984, recent campaigns have been carefully crafted exercises designed 
to enhance the strong points in the images of each party and leader and 
to draw attention to the weak points of the other. The advertising 
campaigns — mostly 30- and 60-second spots — were carefully targeted 
to particular regions, usually expressing concern for regional issues 
and promising general solutions. Confined by law to the last four weeks 
of the campaign, the spots were targeted at the floating vote and used 
themes that had been successful in the public campaigns. In 1979 and 
1980, the spots were frequently negative, attacks by one major party 
on the leader of the other. They reflected the leader-oriented and gener-
ally negative tone of the campaigns. The free-time broadcasts were 
often expanded versions of the spots and were only marginally more 
informative. The 1988 campaign was basically similar. 

There has been very little research on political advertising in 
Canadian elections. There is some evidence that Canadians are unhappy 
with negative advertising, but little is known — outside the parties, at 
least — about its effectiveness. Practitioners certainly assume that adver-
tising is effective. Recent studies of campaign advertising by Kline 
(in Leiss et al. 1990, 389-404) and Taras (1990) have shed some new 
light on questions about the content of the spots, the strategic consid-
erations taken into account by the parties, and their effects. A survey 
of media coverage of campaign advertising since 1977 suggests that 
five key themes have passed into the public domain via newspaper 
commentary: critiques of image manipulation; political marketing and 
strategies; issues surrounding regulation; freedom of expression (espe-
cially in terms of third-party advertising); and economic and "struc-
tural" issues (in the case of the latter, relationships between media and 
government through advertising) (Kline et al. 1991). Although most 
practitioners are convinced of the advantages of negative advertising, 
few pause over the possibility of any long-term harm to the political 
system and citizen attitudes (Romanow et al. 1991). 

The leader tours are designed to sell the party and leader through 
the news coverage. The two major parties have over the past four elec-
tions followed a policy of tight control over access to the leader, 
attempting to force the news organizations to cover the message that 
the leaders try to dispense each day. The general pattern has been for 
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each leader to provide photo opportunities and some nugget of policy 
each day — usually carefully related to the overall theme of the campaign. 
Within some limits, the leaders have been able to focus media atten-
tion on their agendas, especially on television. Of course, attention does 
not always mean favourable coverage. 

In many other democracies, campaign strategy and coverage are 
even more leader-oriented. In systems that feature proportional repre-
sentation, the party, usually personified by the leader, is the central 
focus of campaigns, with local candidates generally not significant. In 
the U.S., the focus on the presidential race sometimes obscures the strong 
candidate orientation. While advertising during Canadian elections 
usually features the party and the leader, U.S. advertising is focused on 
individual candidates. In this context, Canada is more typical of other 
democracies. Nevertheless, in the British-style parliamentary systems, 
local candidates still count for something. 

For the local candidate, the campaign is normally an exhausting 
round of canvassing, neighbourhood parties and all-candidates meet-
ings, with media playing a minor role. The figures for the 1974 federal 
election appear typical: 18 percent of voters were contacted personally 
by one or more candidates; 34 percent were canvassed by a party worker; 
78 percent remembered seeing campaign literature or receiving a tele-
phone call (Clarke et al. 1979, 292). In the post-election survey in 1988, 
48 percent of respondents reported being contacted by a candidate or 
party worker, and 86 percent remembered receiving a pamphlet 
(National Election Study 1989). The differences from 1974 to 1988 are 
slight. The literature is far from clear on the effectiveness of these efforts. 

The options open to local candidates are restricted by central-
ized control of campaigns and spending limits. The effects of the 
imposition of spending limits in 1979 have been summarized by 
Seidle and Paltiel (1981, 264): constituency campaigns were much 
more carefully planned, as organizers faced hard decisions about the 
cost-effectiveness of various measures; television and radio adver-
tising were often avoided, especially in urban areas, as too costly; 
spending tended to be primarily for brochures and signs and, to a 
lesser extent, newspaper advertising; energy had to be diverted to 
detailed record-keeping. 

The experience of 1979 and 1980 was that the limits were very 
restrictive. The average permitted expenditure in 1979 was 
$26 924 and rarely exceeded $30 000 (calculated on a sliding scale based 
on number of voters in the constituency). In 1979, Liberal and 
Conservative candidates spent 80 and 78 percent of their limits, while 
NDP candidates spent 35 percent. However, NDP incumbents spent 
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78 percent of their limits, and it is believed that NDP candidates in the 
55 ridings identified as priority ridings by the party spent nearly as 
much as their opponents. As noted, the spending was primarily on 
non-broadcast advertising (49 percent), including a wide range of 
media. (See Seidle and Paltiel 1981, 265-72.) 

The rules, as well as the realities of media markets, limit the use of 
media by local candidates. Time donated by local broadcasters to candi-
dates must be declared as campaign spending if its commercial value 
exceeds $100 and must be made available on an equitable basis to all 
candidates. For this reason and because television is generally viewed 
as an inefficient medium for reaching voters in specific ridings, the vast 
majority of television spots — with their substantial audience reach —
promote the national parties, especially the leaders (LaCalamita 
1984, 555-57). The increase in careful regional targeting in 1984 did 
little to change the nonlocal character of the advertising content. There 
has been little public research on the nature and effectiveness of targeting. 

The amount of free media available to local candidates depends 
heavily on the location of the riding in relation to media organization, 
the competitiveness of the riding, and the presence of a high-profile 
candidate. Interviews with incumbents at both the federal and provin-
cial level uncovered two patterns worthy of further investigation: urban 
incumbents were much more anxious for news coverage than rural 
candidates; and many incumbents felt that coverage by major news 
organizations whose reporters dropped into a riding for a feature or 
riding profile was so unpredictable and potentially damaging that they 
should be avoided. Urban incumbents in large ridings with transient 
populations felt that news coverage was their only hope of maintaining 
name familiarity, despite the risks. Many rural members felt that they 
received enough publicity through the routine channels of constituency 
newsletters and community events and that they could avoid the risks 
of mediated coverage. 

As noted above, a number of structural factors limit the effective-
ness of constituency-level campaigns. This gap is increasingly filled, 
however, by the mandatory community channels carried by most 
Canadian cable television systems. While commercial advertising is 
forbidden on the community channels, many of them provide extensive 
coverage of local politics and offer free time to candidates during elec-
tion campaigns, though they have no legal obligation to do so. During 
campaigns, they are bound by the same rules as broadcasters: programs 
must be confined to the 29 days prior to voting day (when advertise-
ments are permitted); and time must be offered on an equitable basis 
to all competing parties and candidates (Soderlund et al. 1984, 121). 
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As early as 1972, cable operators in many communities began to 
see a role in the coverage of public affairs. Filling the time on the commu-
nity channel was often a problem, and community programmers saw 
an opportunity to gain goodwill by covering municipal council meet-
ings and other public hearings. Incumbents, always looking for expo-
sure, began to offer monthly reports or to do interview and phone-in 
shows, just as they did on local radio stations. (Many also wrote columns 
in local weeklies.) At times, challengers have been able to develop a 
public affairs show as a basis for gaining name familiarity. Provincial 
parties increasingly provide pretaped programs for incumbents to offer 
to local cable systems. Within the rules noted above, many cable systems 
offer blocks of time to candidates during elections, organize debates 
and/or cover all-candidates meetings. The structure of the systems 
frequently permits them to offer programming to subscribers in one or 
in a few ridings. 

There is an increasing trend to targeting marginal ridings. It is 
becoming normal practice to concentrate resources on the target ridings 
and to coordinate national, regional and local campaigns very closely. 
Krashinsky and Milne (1986, 339) found that this practice appeared to 
have helped the NDP hold a number of marginal seats in 1984 in 
the face of the Conservative national tide. The selection of targets and the 
nature of the media campaign in these contested ridings deserve a high 
place on any research agenda concerned with election communication. 

Campaigns have become increasingly important to the outcome of 
elections, and parties have grown more sophisticated in their campaign 
strategies. The media focus on leader tours allows the parties to influ-
ence both the issue agenda and the tone of the coverage and to coor-
dinate their public messages with those in their spot advertising. The 
negative tone of recent campaigns appears to have been influenced by 
both media and party. While national campaigns hold the spotlight, 
local candidates must struggle with a media structure which is usually 
not geared to reach their potential voters efficiently and within restric-
tive spending limits. The cable-delivered community channels fill a 
void here, but little is known about their audiences or the extent to 
which they are available and utilized by local candidates. 

CAMPAIGN PROBLEM AREAS 
The objectives of election campaigns are best served when regula-
tions and practices strike a balance between the freedom of the parties 
to market their candidates and programs as they see fit and the need 
to provide voters with sufficient information to make a reasoned 
choice. The goal is to facilitate debate within a framework of fairness 
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that maximizes information availability and the legitimacy of the 
process. The media play a crucial role in monitoring the parties and 
leaders and providing a critical perspective on their activities 
and proposals. However, the parties deserve a reasonable opportunity 
to communicate their appeals directly. 

The Local—Regional—National Information Balance 
It is arguable that in a parliamentary system based on territorial repre-
sentation, the growing emphasis on the national campaign at the expense 
of local candidates is problematic. Similarly, the increase in regional 
targeting of national campaigns may be undermining the consensus-
building that comes from national debates. The problem is to find a 
suitable balance. At present, however, there are few incentives for parties 
to devote resources below the national level. The media focus on leaders 
and condense issues in terms of national relevance. Current spending 
rules sometimes restrict local campaigns. Community channels on cable 
may help break the dominance of the national campaign in the future, 
but this may be contingent on other media reflecting the dimensions of 
the campaign, the regional or local variations of national issues, and 
the importance of elected legislators. 

Regulation of Broadcasting 
The general principles for regulation of election broadcasting seem to 
reflect well the values of Canadians. There are, however, problems of 
implementation. The actual allocation of free and paid time does not 
seem to represent a "level playing field." Minor parties, those not repre-
sented in the House at the time of dissolution, in particular, are disad-
vantaged. Canada faces a dilemma, in common with other countries, 
of how to distinguish between coverage of significant political events 
involving partisans, and more or less overt campaigning conducted by 
those in office. Gerstle (1991) has noted that the chief aspirants in the 
1988 French presidential election campaign were the incumbent and 
the prime minister, a rivalry which complicated journalistic decisions 
about balance. Many Americans would be surprised to learn that 
39 candidates contested the presidency in 1988 (Graber 1991), some 
representing parties that in other countries are plausible, if not 
principal, contenders. Regulations will have to take this factor into 
account and be sensitive to advantages (in familiarity and access) 
enjoyed by office holders. The increased number of registered parties 
has not broadened campaign debates significantly at the national level 
because of their lack of access. 
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Advertising 
A number of issues are associated with recent trends in campaign 
advertising. From the standpoint of content, party advertisements are 
increasingly negative and devoid of substantive appeals. By their very 
nature — 30-second or one-minute segments — television and radio adver-
tising encourage sloganeering and punchy jolts. This is particularly 
evident in the United States, where advertising is a major feature of 
campaigns at all levels. 

One dilemma that must be taken seriously is the prohibitive cost 
associated with advertising. In the absence of subsidies and with limited 
free-time allocations, minor parties face severe disadvantages. Although 
costs are daunting, it is not only minor parties that will encounter 
funding difficulties. Many established parties are grappling with deficit 
financing. Advertising is coveted for its potential to inform and persuade 
voters, even though existing research remains ambiguous about persua-
sive effects. However, a more tangible and verifiable problem is that 
advertising campaigns lend a certain cachet to parties. If a party is 
unable to mount an advertising campaign of some kind, it is unlikely 
to receive attention in news coverage. Without this sort of visibility, 
parties will be unable to present themselves as viable alternatives. 

Interventions by advocacy groups in the election of 1988 sparked 
a debate in Canada, and there will be keen interest elsewhere in the 
public policy response. Advertising by organized interests that endorsed 
policies, parties and candidates aroused considerable concern. The issue 
is not simply one of uneven distribution among interest groups of the 
funds needed to purchase advocacy advertising. Especially in Canada, 
the potential of unlimited advocacy advertising threatens to under-
mine the system of regulated competition that depends upon limits on 
party and candidate spending. If advocacy groups can spend as they 
see fit and align themselves with parties freely, the existing spending 
limits are unenforceable and the likely outcome is a money-driven 
system like that in the United States. 

Media Practices 
While the news media generally take seriously their responsibility to 
cover election campaigns fairly, their standard practices have raised 
concerns among observers. Problem areas include the narrow focus on 
leaders, the limited range of issues given significant coverage, the nega-
tive tone of much coverage (a result of media—party interaction), the 
proliferation of media polls, the increasing injection of reportorial assess-
ments into the coverage, and the limited external accountability of the 
print media (broadcasters have to justify their coverage to the CRTC if 
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complaints are made). Press councils and broadcast standards coun-
cils, while potentially significant, are limited in their scope and authority. 
The dominance of television is a concern to many observers, especially 
those who accept the premise that television communicates emotional 
appeals well but rational appeals poorly. 

Public Opinion Polls 
Media-sponsored polls are a major aspect of campaign coverage and 
appear likely to continue to grow in importance. They can draw atten-
tion away from issues or frame them in questionable ways. Inaccurate 
polls could conceivably alter election outcomes. On the other hand, 
they provide voters with important information which many appear to 
use to make strategic vote decisions. It seems unreasonable to deprive 
voters of information available to party strategists (and to anyone else 
who can afford access). Self-regulation would help ensure sound tech-
nical standards and appropriate reporting, and the quality of poll 
reporting might be improved by a requirement that all polls be deposited 
in a shared database available for scrutiny and re-analysis by any interest 
parties, including news organizations other than the sponsoring agency 
(Entman 1989, 131). 

Debates 
Leaders debates are now a familiar and expected facet of campaigns, 
an established, if not legally mandated, form of campaign communi-
cation. This has positive and negative implications for contemporary 
campaigns. The educational value of such debates seems clear. LeDuc 
and Price (1990, 16) report that debates enhance the public image of all 
participants, and they have a galvanic effect on activists and citizens. 

As shown by the 1988 campaign, perceived success in a debate may 
unleash personalized negative advertising. News coverage of debates 
often revolves around emotional encounters, and journalistic assess-
ments tend to concentrate on presentation skills. Using metaphors 
derived from sports or combat, journalists evaluate candidates' stamina 
and stress, knockouts and stumbles. In short, debates become part of 
the "winners and losers" framework. Even those who did not watch a 
debate can form an opinion based on follow-up coverage, poll results, 
and the "social consensus" of debate performances (see Johnston et al. 
1991, 12-13). Under the existing conventions, debates tend to be of a 
general nature, covering many issues (an exception being the debate 
on issues of special relevance to women in 1984). Only major party 
leaders have been included, and they have been permitted to claim 
comprehensive issue competence even when small parties (such as the 
Greens) have unique electoral platforms. 
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Focus of Coverage 
The focus in the five most recent elections has been on the contest 
between the leaders of the two major parties, with polls, debates and 
party strategies all getting significant media attention, especially on 
television. Polls were mentioned in 20 percent of all network television 
election items in 1984, debates in 12 percent, and campaign strategy in 
7 percent. These figures are all higher than in 1979 and 1980 (calculated 
from Romanow et al. 1985, table 3 and Soderlund et al. 1984, tables 
3-1 and 3-2). Polls and party strategists also received more attention in 
newspaper coverage, and pollsters and strategists became familiar to 
radio and television interview show audiences. The trend continued 
in 1988 and deserves careful scrutiny. 

New Technologies 
The multiplication of channels entails special problems for Canadian 
election communication, especially the fragmentation of the citizen 
audience. According to some observers, these risks may be offset by 
thoughtful use of new technologies. As Desbarats (1991) argues, the 
dilemma of a lack of diversity in campaign coverage could be resolved 
through content carried on systems that are not geared to a mass, 
national audience. This possibility may be particularly relevant to cable. 

Although cable is not new to Canada, it is largely untried as a delib-
erate, imaginative vehicle for campaign communication at the commu-
nity level. There is both a tradition of access on which to build and a 
new range of channels (speciality services and satellite signals) which 
could extend and diversify the communication system. In addition, it 
may be possible to promote election period communication using 
computer links, desktop publishing and videocassette. Depending on 
circumstances, these may be able to either link media and office-seekers 
or permit citizens to bypass conventional mass media. The crucial factor 
in shaping future campaigns will be the extent to which new tech-
nologies are used to broaden public debate or to narrow it into a dialogue 
between special interests and government. 

Citizen Responses to the Electronic Campaign 
In numerous attitude surveys and voting analyses, researchers are 
detecting unmistakable signs of disquiet among citizens, ranging from 
what could be described as malaise or diffuse fears about the integrity 
of the campaign communication process, to responses suggesting apathy 
and alienation. Turnout has dropped to exceptionally low levels in the 
United States (barely 50 percent in the 1988 presidential election), and, 
in other countries, many elections, especially those described by 
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Schoenbach (1991) as "second-order" (i.e., European, state and local), 
are characterized by reduced electorate participation or the ritualized 
exercise of a duty. Negativism in advertising worries Graber (1991), 
who argues that duelling by means of personal attacks exacerbates 
cynicism about politicians and politics. Even when citizens are alert to 
campaigns and appreciate the importance of elections, they are not 
necessarily learning about the issues. 

While it would be inaccurate to blame media campaigns for under-
lying attitudes toward politics, it seems clear that they do little to dispel 
negative impressions. Campaign studies will continue to explore the 
plausibility, causes and extent of phenomena such as bandwagon or 
underdog effects, tactical voting, outright alienation or temporary disin-
clination to vote. While many discount the importance of local candi-
dates in federal elections, 27 percent of respondents in a 1988 survey 
claimed that local candidates were the most important factor in their 
decision. Although the figure may be unreliable as a true, isolated vari-
able, it hints at a desire to exert more control over members of Parliament 
(Price and Mancuso 1991, 201-204). It may also suggest uncertainty 
about the messages received during campaigns. At this stage of research, 
it is imperative to learn more about how people perceive their infor-
mation environment, assess media performance, and articulate their 
information needs. 

CANADIAN ELECTIONS AND CAMPAIGN COVERAGE 
There are many weaknesses in the Canadian campaign communica-
tion system, despite its strengths. Perhaps the major problem is that it 
has evolved as media technologies and practices have changed, and 
parties have adapted with new techniques of political marketing without 
much thought being given to the consequences for democracy. Canada 
is not alone in facing this dilemma. Most of the studies reported in this 
volume indicate that concerns about election conduct, media coverage 
and the political system in general are widespread. Recent public inves-
tigations in Australia and New Zealand, as well as private studies in 
the United States, are relevant examples (Warhurst 1991; Kettering 
Foundation 1991). If these anxieties are not confronted, public confi-
dence in the electoral process may suffer. 

The literature on the role of the media in recent elections indi-
cates that campaigns are far from edifying and less than gratifying, at 
least from the standpoint of scholars in the field. There is some despair 
that news organizations will not amend their practices nor suspend 
their traditional news judgements. Parties have been reluctant to 
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abandon tactics that they believe reap benefits in the polling booths. 
The approach to regulation in most representative democracies has 
tended to favour established parties. Taken together, these attributes 
of contemporary elections lead to fears about the foundation on which 
mandates are forged. 

As in many other facets of its political make-up, Canada has a 
mixed system of regulation and practice in terms of media and elec-
tions. Like the United States, Canada permits paid advertising, and 
recent campaigns have featured nationally broadcast debates where 
leaders field questions from journalists. As is the case for most European 
countries, free time (and purchased slots where permitted) are divided 
among competitive parties. The precise formula used in Canada is 
relatively complex and has produced, dramatically so in 1988, an excep-
tional imbalance. Few countries extend allocation rules to apply to 
private broadcasters, as is true of Canada, but regulations will likely be 
drawn as more countries have experience with mixed ownership systems. 
Regulations in Canada and many other jurisdictions act to limit, if not 
exclude, minor parties and reinforce journalistic propensities to high-
light personalities, major parties and institutional frameworks. 

Canada is distinct in the web of media networks that spread over 
the country. To take one example, television programming is carried 
in French and English, in the languages of native peoples, and on multi-
lingual channels; it is transmitted by public, private and provincial 
educational channels which can be national, regional and local; and it 
is beamed over the air, through cable and via satellite. Despite the 
impressive reach of this network, the Canadian system co-exists with 
American media, whose programming is almost as widely available 
as domestic productions. Canadian campaigns have been coloured by 
this fact. The emulation effect is substantial at both the elite level, where 
campaign tactics are borrowed, and at the level of citizens, whose expec-
tations are influenced by American values. The virtues of the Canadian 
system include considerable diversity and a reasonably high level of 
professionalism. Like democracy, effective electoral communication 
requires diversity and continual re-evaluation. 
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We wish to acknowledge the advice of Peter Desbarats, whose careful reading 
of the draft led to many helpful suggestions for revision. 
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MEDIA, ELECTIONS AND DEMOCRACY 
Frederick J. Fletcher, Editor 

Election campaigns have been altered dramatically by changes over the 
past half-century in communication media in all democracies. Developments 
in other parliamentary democracies and in the United States are instructive 
for Canada. 

For this reason, specialists were commissioned to provide a critical overview 
and examination of campaign communication in selected industrial democ-
racies. The authors were asked to examine their own systems in terms of 
their effectiveness in meeting the information needs of voters and the 
communication needs of political parties and candidates. 

The studies deal with a wide range of issues in modern campaign com-
munication, including the regulatory environment, provisions for paid and 
free broadcast time, principles and practices of news and public affairs 
coverage and the impact of new technologies. 

The countries examined are France (Jacques Gerstle), the United Kingdom 
(Holli Semetko), Germany (Klaus Schoenbach), Denmark, with compari-
sons to Sweden and Norway (Karen Siune), Australia (John Warhurst), and 
the United States (Doris Graber). These studies provide a comprehensive 
assessment of the issues surrounding the media and elections in industrial 
democracies. Because they deal with common issues, the studies 
provide a useful basis for comparative analysis. 

In the final study, Frederick J. Fletcher and Robert Everett discuss the 
Canadian system of campaign communication in similar terms, drawing 
on the other studies for comparisons. 


