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T h i s  a n a l y s i s  f o c u s e s  o n  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  
a c c o r d e d  t h e  S o v e r e i g n t y - A s s o c i a t i o n  
R e f e r e n d u m  b y  t h e  M o n t r e a l  a n d  T o r o n t o  
m e d i a  ( 3  n e w s p a p e r s ,  r a d i o ,  t e l e v i -  
s i o n ) .  I t  i s  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  t h e  M o n -  
t r e a l  m e d i a  t r e a t e d  a l l  a c t o r s  i n  a  
b a l a n c e d  f a s h i o n  w h i l e  t h e  T o r o n t o  
m e d i a  s t r o n g l y  f a v o r e d  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  
o f  t h e  N o - c o m m i t t e e .  

Notre  a n a l y s e  p o r t e  s u r  l e  t r a i t e m e n t  
accord6 p a r  l e s  m6dias de  Montr6al  e t  
de  Toronto  (3 j o u r n a u x ,  r a d i o ,  t 6 1 6 v i -  
s i o n )  au r6f6rendum s u r  l a  S o u v e r a i -  
n e t 6 - A s s o c i a t i o n .  On c o n c l u t  que l e s  
m6dia m o n t r 6 a l a i s  o n t  t r a i t 6  t o u s  l e s  
a c t e u r s  d  une f a ~ o n  6 q u i l i b r 6 e  mais  que 
l e s  m6dias t o r o n t o i s  o n t  f o r t e m e n t  
f a v o r i s 6  l e s  p a r t i s a n s  du Non. 

I n  the spring of 1980,  Rene Levesque's 
Parti Quebecois government fu l f i l l ed  i t s  promise 
to  place before the Quebec electorate  the ques- 
tion of the future relationship between la belle 
province and the rest  of Canada. I n  ~v~ 
19 /9 ,  following three years of governing and 
much speculation and debate, the government of 
Quebec released i t s  White paper on Sovereignty 
Association, Quebec-Canada: A New Deal (Govern- 
ment of Quebec, 1979).  As that  t i t l e  indicates,  



the plan did not ca l l  f o r  a complete break from 
the r e s t  of the country. Rather, should inde- 
pendence be achieved, negotiations with the 
government of Canada would follow t o  determine 
an agreement on money, customs, and other forms 
of economic cooperation. The White paper indi- 
cated that  the question of Sovereignty-Associa- 
tion would be submitted to  the Quebec population 
in the form of a referendum ( p .  70).  The White 
paper also defined agents of the competing sides 
in the debate. The agents would be known quite 
appropriately by the t i t l e s  of NO COMMITTEE and 
YES COMMITTEE: the former committee opposed the 
concept of sovereignty association , while the 
l a t t e r  committee supported Levesque's sover- 
eignty theme. 

I n  l a t e  December 1979, the proposed wording 
of the referendum question was made pub1 ic.  
Within weeks, the newly elected leader of the 
Provincial Liberal Party, Claude Ryan, responded 
w i t h  a Beige Paper, A New Canadian Federation 
(Globe and Mail, 10 January 1980, 11 - 19) , 
wherein he proposed a scheme of "renewed federa- 
lism" which would redefine the nature of the 
Canadian federal system. 

After a debate in the National Assembly 
(from March 4 to  March 21 ) the f ina l  wording of 
the referendum question appeared as follcws: 

The government of Quebec has made pub- 
1 ic i t s  proposal t o  negotiate a new 
agreement with the r e s t  of Canada, 
based on the equality of nations; t h i s  
agreement would enable Quebec t o  ac- 
quire the exclusive power t o  make i t s  
laws, levy i t s  taxes and establish 
relations abroad--in other words, sove- 
reignty--and a t  the same time t o  main- 
ta in with Canada an economic associa- 



t ion including a common currency. Any 
change in pol i t ical  s ta tus  resulting 
from these negotiations will be submit- 
ted to  the people through a referendum. 

On these terms, do you give the 
government of Quebec the mandate t o  
negotiate the proposed agreement be- 
tween Quebec and Canada? YES 
N 0 (Assembl6e nationale du QuGbec 
1 9 x 4 8 0 8 )  

This wording represents what was referred 
to  as the "soft question." The referendum i t -  
self would thus only be a preliminary step t o  
enable negotiations to  proceed. The resul ts  of 
the negotiations would be submitted t o  the Que- 
bec populace in a second referendum. This was 
the position stressed by Premier Levesque in his 
campaign messages. The opposition, however, was 
equally emphatic in pressing the point t ha t  the 
whole issue of Quebec separatism hinged on the 
vote. On Apri 1 15, Levesque announced the open- 
ing of the thir ty-f ive day referendum campaign, 
t o  be followed on Llay 20th, by the referendum 
vote i t s e l f .  

METHOD 

This a r t i c l e  examines media coverage of the 
o f f i c i a l  referendum campaign in the French and 
English media capi tals  of Canada: Montreal and 
Toronto. Three types of media were analyzed : 
radio,  television and newspapers. With respect 
t o  radio,  the major half -hour newscasts, be- 
tween 5:30 and 6:30 p.m., on the Radio Canada 
and CBC networks were analyzed fo r  referendum 
news items. Likewise for  te lev is ion ,  the 
daily national news t e l ecas t s ,  "Le telejournal " 
and "The National " were monitored. These broad- 
cas ts  originate in Montreal and Toronto respec- 



tively. As well, t o  add the newspaper dimension 
t o  the study, an analysis of three daily papers 
from each city was undertaken: from Montreal, 
Le Devoir, La Presse, and L? Journal de Mon- 
treal , and from Toronto, The Globe and Mail , The 
Toronto Star, and The Toronto Sun. The front 
page news, editorial commentary, as well as 
editorial page and op-ed page feature material 
and cartoons dealing w i t h  the referendum were 
examined . Intercoder reliability for the study 
was calculated a t  86.7% (Holsti , 1969, p.  4 0 ) .  

The resulting d a t a  set consisted of 1,168 
cases: 315 radio stories, 322 television stor- 
ies,  and 531 newspaper items. This last figure 
includes 234 front page stories, 90 editorials, 
145 features, and 62 editorial cartoons. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework within which this 
study has been designed is essential ly  gatekeep- 
ing and agenda setting. The 1 iterature w i t h  
respect t o  the political behavior of the mass 
media has been developing in Canada (Soderlund , 
et.  a l ,  1980, 347 - 356) b u t  the seminal studies 
are s t i l l  t o  be found i n  the American literature 
(McCombs, 1976, 1 - 7 ) .  While i t  is unneces- 
sary t o  detail the theories here, in essence 
gatekeeping theories are based on two premises : 
the gatekecper will control the quantity and 
character of content passing through the gate , 
and second, the content passing through the gate 
is likely t o  take on characteristics of the 
gatekeeper. The consequence of gatekeeping, 
then, is t h a t  the material selected by media 
from the environment results i n  an agenda for 
1 isteners, viewers, or readers (Benton and Fra- 
zier,  1974, 26 - 74 . ) .  The literature thus far  
maintains t h a t  the effect of setting agenda is 
t h a t  audiences are guided regarding w h a t  t o  



t h i n k  about ,  r a t h e r  than  how t o  t h i n k  about 
issues (McCoombs and Shaw, 1972, 176 - 178). A 
s l o w l y  deve lop ing  body of l i t e r a t u r e  suggests,  
however, t h a t  agenda s e t t i n g  may r e s u l t  i n  both 
as Kaid,  Hale and W i l l i ams  suggest:  "The incon-  
c l u s i v e  and i n c o n s i s t e n t  f i n d i n g s  o f  research on 
t h e  agenda s e t t i n g  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  mass media 
have s t imu la ted  a  search f o r  more p r e c i s i o n  i n  
t h e  measurement o f  mass media e f f e c t s  on p u b l i c  
p r i o r i t i e s  and issue sa l i ences "  (1977, 584). 

The o f f i c i a l l y  b i c u l t u r a l / b i l i n g u a l  char -  
ac te r  o f  the  Canadian con tex t  r a i s e s  immediate 
ques t ions  rega rd ing  t h e  k i nds  o f  agenda which 
a re  s e t  i n  Eng l i sh  and French Canada. I n  Canada 
a  number o f  s t u d i e s  have focused on l i n g u i s t i c  
agenda. Scholars  such as F rede r i ck  E l k i n  (1975) 
and A r t h u r  Siege1 (1974; 1979) s u ~ g e s t  t h a t  
bas ic  d i f f e r e n c e s  e x i s t  i n  French and Eng l i sh  
news coverage. On t h e  o t h e r  hand, s t u d i e s  done 
on media coverage o f  r ecen t  f e d e r a l  e l e c t i o n s  by 
Rornanow, Soderlund , Wagenberg and B r i ggs  (1980) 
i n d i c a t e  t h a t  o v e r a l l  s i m i l a r i t i e s  between media 
agenda o f  t h e  two languages a re  more s t r i k i n g  
than are d i f f e r e n c e s .  I t  must be admi t ted,  
however, t h a t  these  same au thors  d i d  f i n d  s i g n i -  
f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  r e p o r t i n g  on t h e  p a r t  o f  
French- language and Engl i sh- language newspapers 
w i t h  respec t  t o  t h e  Canadian-American "Fish War" 
o f  I978 (Wageqberg , Soderl  und , Romanow, and 
B r i ggs ,  1979, 1  - 21).  

From t h i s  it was p o s i t e d  t h a t  t h e  na tu re  of 
t h e  event  i t s e l f  may w e l l  be c r u c i a l  i n  d e t e r -  
m in ing  whether o r  n o t  t h e r e  are s i g n i f i c a n t  
d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  coverage by each 1  ingu  i s t  i c  media 
group. S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  n a t i o n a l  e l e c t i o n s ,  focus- 
i n g  as t hey  do on t h e  t r a v e l s  and t r a v a i l s  of 
t h e  major  p a r t y  l eade rs ,  t end  t o  r e s u l t  i n  a  
more homogeneous media stance (Wagenberg, 
B r i ggs  , Soderlund , and Romanow, 1983). An event  



such as the FLQ Cr i s i s ,  (which Arthur Siege1 
studied ) , while having national repercussions , 
was nonetheless localized in Quebec. I t  i s  
hypothesized tha t  the Referendum, which also had 
expl ic i t  national ramifications , remained inher- 
ently a Quebec issue, and hence was likely to  
generate d i s t inc t  l inguist ic  media agenda. 

RESULTS 

Table One shows the Rank Order of media 
coverage of the major pol i t ical  inst i tut ions in 
the Referendum campaign, as we1 1 as of the i s -  
sues which dominated debate during the campaign. 

With respect t o  pol i t ica l  ins t i tu t ions ,  the 
Parti Quebecois clearly emerged as the most 
s ignif icant  actor ,  finding mention in 46.5% of 
a l l  s tor ies .  Closely grouped in second, t h i r d ,  
and fourth posit ions,  were the No Committee, the 
Federal Liberal Party and the Yes Committee 
with, respectively, mentions in 36.0%, 34.5% and 
32.6% of the s tor ies .  Signif icant ly,  the Pro- 
vincial Liberal Party lagged in f i f t h  posit ion, 
being mentioned in only 26.5% of the to t a l  sto- 
r i e s .  Taken as a group, inst i tut ions identified 
with the No option received more mentions than 
d i d  those identified with the Yes opt ion, 1 ,133 
for  the NO group as opposed to  924 for  the YES 
group. 

As regards Referendum issues,  Table One 
a1 so shows the f i f teen most frequently mentioned 
themes. Of these,  ten are clear ly substantive 
issues, four deal with campaign conduct while 
one other ,  leadership, contains elements of 
both. The most dominant substantive issue i s  
sovereignty association, which comes as no sur- 
pri se considering the basic Referendum quest ion. 
Other major substantive issues include national 
unity,  federal-provincial re la t ions ,  general 



Table One 

Rank Order ing o f  Major I n s t i t u t i o n a l  
Actors  and Referendum Issues 

R/O Institutional N % of 
Actors stories 

Parti Quebecois 543 46.5 

No  Committee 421 36.0 

Federal Liberal 403 34.5 
Party 

Yes Committee 381 32.6 

Provincial Liberal 309 26.5 

RIO Issues N % of 
stories 

1 Sovereignty Association 502 

2 Campaign Strategy 321 

3 National Uni ty  284 

Federal Provincial 280 
Relations 

Socio-Cultural (General) 234 

Constitutional Reform 217 

Public Opinion Polls 189 

Renewed Federalism 177 

Historical Reasons 171 

Economic Prosperity 141 

P r e s 9 ~ a t i o n  of French 117 
Culture 

Economic Development 112 

Leadership 102 

Wording of Question 99 

Use of Media by 94 
Y es1No Groups 



socio-cultural aspects, consti tutional reform, 
"renewed federal ism", historical reasons under- 
lying Quebec's d is t inc t ive  character,  and the 
e f fec ts  of the referendum on economic prosper- 
. Rounding out the 1 i s t  of substantive i s -  
sues, b u t  not in the top t en ,  are preservation 
of French culture and economic development. 

Four themes, which have been defined as 
having t o  do mainly with campaign conduct, 
showed themselves as important as measured by 
frequency of media mention. Thus, items dealing 
with campaign strategy by both sides emerge as 
the second most important issue coded. Beyond 
t h i s ,  campaign related items seem to occupy a 
position of secondary importance. Reporting of 
pub?  ic opinion pol is  fa1 1s into seventh place in 
the overall ranking, while the issues of ques- 
tion wording and the use of media i t se l f  in the 
campaign rank a t  the bottom of the top f i f teen  
items. Leadership which, i t  i s  posited, has 
both substantive and campaign conduct character- 
i s t i c s ,  is  again near the bottom of the l i s t .  

I t  i s  interesting t o  note tha t  the issue of 
media's reporting on the i r  roles in the campaign 
edges into the top f i f teen  Referendum issues 
discussed. This is  an example of the emergence 
of a phenomenon of media behaviour in a po l i t i -  
cal context which was f i r s t  publicly identified 
by Walter Cronkite when he iaeviewed his own 
behaviour as a network news anchorperson a t  the 
1968 Democratic Convention i n  Chicago: namely, 
the media reporting on the i r  own behaviour. As 
well ,  what i s  apparent t o  the authors from Table 
One is  that  the issue of leauership, which domi- 
nated media reporting of the two recent federal 
elections (see Romanow, Soderlund, Briggs and 
Wagenberg, 1982, Tables One and Two), i s  not 
afforded nearly as heavy a coverage in the Re- 
ferendum campaign. 



Table Two 

Percentage o f  A1 1 Referendum S t o r i e s  
Deal ing w i t h  Major I n s t i t u t i o n a l  Ac to r s ,  

by Language 

LANGUAGE 

FRENCH ENGLISH Phi Sig 
N = 737 N = 431 

. --- 
\parti Quebecois 48.3% 42.5% .06 n.s. I 
Provincial Liberal Party 

Federal Liberal Party 

Yes Committee 

No Committee 



I t  i s  c lear  that  campaign reporting empha- 
sized discussion of rather broad substantive 
issues dealing in general terms with Quebec's 
relationship with the rest  of Canada. In t h i s  
regard, i t  i s  significant t o  note tha t  many 
issues which one might have expected to  be pro- 
minent, (money, pensions, c i t izenship,  circula- 
tion of population, control of t e r r i t o r y ,  t rade,  
and other rather specific items relat ing t o  the 
consequences of sovereignty association ) did not 
figure prominently in media coverage. 

Table Two begins a more detailed media 
analysis. Data are grouped according t o  lang- 
uage of transmission--French or English--ir- 
respective af media. I t  i s  c lear  since fu l ly  
63% of the to ta l  s tor ies  on the Referendum were 
in French, tha t  the event did have a greater 
press salience in Quebec. On the other hand, 
when the percentage of to t a l  s tor ies  dealing 
with the major inst i tut ional  actors by each 
language media group i s  considered, t h i s  obvious 
difference becomes less prominent. Hence when 
the major inst i tut ional  ac tors ,  parties and 
committees, are considered i t  i s  found tha t  
there are both s imi lar i t ies  and differences with 
respect t o  coverage. I n  general the two provin- 
c i a l  parties received comparable treatment: 
French coverage exceeded English b u t  not in a 
sign if icant manner. The Federal Liberal Party 
clearly received more attention from the French 
language media, roughly in a proportion of four 
to  three. I t  i s  when the coverage accorded the 
YES and NO Committees i s  reviewed that  major 
differences in patterns of coverage become 
c lear .  I n  t h i s  case French language coverage 
greatly exceeds that  of the English language 
media, in a ra t io  of almost exactly two t o  one. 

Table Three, which contrasts patterns of 
media coverage of the major inst i tut ional  actors 
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between media, indicates that  within the two 
major language groups the specific medium of 
reporting ( i  . e . ,  te levis ion,  radio,  and news- 
papers) appears to affect  the level of coverage. 

For example, coverage of the Parti Quebe- 
cois is  virtually identical in French language 
television and radio,  yet i s  substantially 
higher among Montreal newspapers. Indeed, a n  
examination of Table Three w i l l  indicate t h a t ,  
with the exception of the Federal Liberal Party 
(where television leads in coverage), Montreal 
newspapers lead in the coverage of a l l  major 
inst i tut ional  actors .  In  only two cases ,  how- 
ever,  are differences s t a t i s t i c a l l y  significant.  

I n  English language media, i t  i s  television 
which ranks f i r s t  in percentage coverage of a l l  
major inst i tut ional  actors .  Certainly the most 
noticeable systematic difference is  the extreme- 
ly low attention to  both the YES and NO Commit- 
tees by the Toronto newspapers. 

Overall, in terms of implications for  gate- 
keeping and agenda se t t ing ,  the audiences of the 
French language media were f a r  more l ikely to  
encounter s tor ies  dealing w i t h  the major in s t i -  
tutional actors .  I n  f a c t ,  with respect t o  the 
Federal Liberal Party and the YES and NO Commit- 
t e e s ,  the lowest percentage of French-language 
media attention actually exceeded the highest 
percentage of English-language media at tent ion,  
and therefore i t  can be assumed that  French 
language audiences would accord these actors f a r  
greater importance in the campaign t h a n  would 
English language audiences. 

Table Four examines the differences in 
coverage of the 
paign issues by 
ing and agenda 

f i f teen  leading referendum cam- 
language. I n  terms of gatekeep- 
se t t ing ,  w i t h  respect t o  overall 



Table Four 

Percentage of a l l  Referendum Stories Deal ing 
w i t h  Major Issues, by Language. 

ISSUE LANGUAGE 

FRENCH ENGLISH Phi Sig 
n = 737 n = 431 

Sovereignty Association 42.6% 43.6% -01 n.s. 

Campaign Strategy 30.4% 22.5% .09 .01 

National Unity 23.1% 26.5% .04 n.s. 

Federal Provincial Relations 24.0% 23.9% -01 n.s. 

Socio-Cultural (General) 172% 24.8% .09 -01 

Constitutional Reform 16.8% 21 -6% .06 -05 

Public Opinion Polls 18.5% 12.3% .08 .05 

Renewed Federalism 14.2% 16.7% -03 n.s. 

Historical Reasons 13.7% 16.2% .03 n.s. 

Economic Prosperity 13.3% 10.0% .05 ns .  

Presewation of French Culture 10.6% 9.0% .02 n.s. 

Economic Development 9.1% 10.4% .02 ns.  

Leadership 6.5% 12.5% .10 -001 

Wording for Question 9.0% 7.7% .02 n.s. 

Use of Media by Yes/No Groups 10.9% 3 -2% .13 .001 



s imi lar i t ies  between the French and English 
agenda, there is  a Spearman Rank Order Correla- 
t ion of +0 .77 .  Leadershipandmedia use are 
the two issues which there i s  the greatest dif - 
ference in agenda placement, the former being 
eighth ,on the French language agenda and f i f -  
teenth on the English, while media use was e le -  
venth 'on the French agenda and las t  on the 
English . On the whole, however, differences i n  
the relative placement of issues on the two 
l inguist ic  agenda were not great.  

In exploring further the treatment of these 
issues,  in addition t o  the substantivelcampaign 
conduct issues dichotomy presented above, the 
substantive issues have been divided into three 
categories: ( 1 )  Po l i t i ca l ,  including sover- 
eignty association, national unity,  federal-  
provincial relations , constitutional reform and 
renewed federa 1 i sm ( 2  ) reasons underlying the 
referendum, including general socio-cultural 
aspects,  his tor ical  reasons, and preservation of 
the French cul ture ,  and (3 )  Economic including 
economic prosperity and economic development. 
For t h i s  analysis,  leadership has been grouped 
with campaign s t rategy,  public opinion polls 
wording of the question, and media use in the 
Campaign conduct category. 

I n  light of these categories an examination 
of the data in Table Four reveals tha t  with the 
except ion of federal -provincial relations , where 
coverage i s  equal, English language media tend 
to  emphasize pol i t  ical issues s l  ightly more than 
do t h e i r  French counterparts. However, in only 
one case,  ( that  of constitutional reform), i s  
the difference s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s ignif icant .  Like- 
wise, with regard t o  the reasons underlying the 
Referendum, differences are not s t r ik ing ,  a l -  
though Engl ish language media focussed on 



Table Five 

Percentage of a l l  Referendum Stories Deal ing 
With Major Issues, by Media Type, 

Control 1 ing for Language. 

ISSUE LANGUAGE 
FRENCH ENGLISH 

TV Radio Print Cramer's Sig TV Radio Print Cramer's Sig 
n.188 n.216 n.3) V nzlJ4 17-99 n-198 V 

Swerelgnty Association 25.5 2 9 2  61.0 .34 

Campaign Strategy 30.9 28.2 31.5 .03 

National Unity 15.4 21.8 282 .12 

Federal Provincial Relatlonsl8.6 23.1 27.6 .09 

Socio-Cultural (General) 8.5 5.6 29.7 .30 

Constitutional Reform 11.7 13.9 21.6 .12 

Public Opinion Polls 17.6 14.8 21.3 .07 

Renewed Federalism 10.6 4.6 22.5 .22 

Historical Reasons 4.8 7.9 22.5 .24 

Economic Prosperity 9.6 7.4 19.2 .16 

PreservationofFrench 1.6 1.4 21.6 .33 
Culture 

Economic Development 12.2 10.6 6.3 .09 

Leadership 2.1 0.9 12.6 .23 

Wording of Question 6.9 4.2 13.2 .14 

Use of Media by YeslNo 5.3 7.9 15.9 .15 



general socio-cultural aspects to  a greater 
degree than did the French. Similarly,  in the 
economic area,  differences in coverage of econo- 
mic development are not s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s igni f i -  
cant. The greatest  amount of difference occurred 
in the area of campaign conduct: the French 
language media stressed issues of campaign s t r a -  
tegy, pub1  ic opinion pol I s ,  question wording, 
and media usage, where the English language 
media focused on the leadership dimension t o  a 
degree f a r  surpassing tha t  of the French. 

Table Five shows differences in media 
treatment of the above mentioned major issues 
within language groups. F i r s t ,  within the 
French media i t  i s  apparent tha t  with the excep- 
tion of the issue of economic development--where 
both television and radio coverage exceeded tha t  
of the Montreal newspapers--newspaper coverage 
of every other issue exceeded that  offered by 
the electronic media. Moreover, i n  a l l  b u t  
three instances, these differences were s t a t i s t -  
ical ly significant . 

With regard to  differences in media cover- 
age on the part of English language media, the 
situation i s  f a r  more complex. I n  the case of 
seven of the issues,  differences among the media 
are not s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s ignif icant .  On the eight 
issues where differences i n  coverage are s t a t  - 
i s t i ca l  ly significant , newspaper coverage pre- 
dominates in four:  sovereignty association , 
national unity,  his tor ical  reasons, and economic 
development. Of the remaining issues,  te lev i -  
sion stressed the issues of federal-provincial 
relations and campaign s t rategy,  whi le radio led 
in coverage of consti tutional reform and use of 
media. 

Interestingly,  while differences in French 
and English coverage are apparent, the overall 



Table S i x  

Percentage of All  Referendum Stories 
(Studied i n  Context) Reflecting on the Major 
Personalities Involved i n  the Referendum i n  a 

Pos i t i  ve , Neutra 1 , or Negat i ve Manner, by 
Language 

LEADER LANGUAGE 
FRENCH ENGLISH 

Positive Neutral Negative Postive Neutral Negative 

Levesque 2.3 4.5 1 2  3.7 8.6 12.8 

Ryan 0.9 4.2 1.1 7.4 7.9 3 -0 

Trudeau 1 -5 3.1 1 2  8.6 7 -0 2.6 



issue agenda are quite similar. When the treat-  
ment of these issues by different media within 
the same language i s  examined definite patterns 
become apparent. In particular, i t  is the Mon- 
treal newspapers which dominate over television 
and radio i n  issue coverage on the French side. 
On the English side, media treatment is more 
congruent, a n d ,  a l though  Toronto newspapers lead 
i n  issue coverage, their dominance i s  not  nearly 
as great as is the case w i t h  the French. 

A final dimension of Referendum coverage 
which was assessed is t h a t  of evaluative direc- 
tion. Given the charges by bo th  sides of "media 
bias" during the campaign (Globe and Mail, 18 
April 1980; Carriere, 1980), an analysis of this  
phenomenon was undertaken and is summarized i n  
Tables Six, Seven, E i g h t ,  Nine and Ten. 

I n  assessing Table S i x ,  which focuses on 
the overall evaluation of political leaders, two 
things become apparent. The f i r s t  is t h a t  Eng- 
lish language media are more prone t o  offer 
evaluative judgements, in b o t h  positive and 
negative directions, t h a n  are the French media. 
For a l l  of the major political actors involved 
in the campaign , Levesque , Ryan , and Trudeau , 
English media were bo th  more positively and 
negatively inclined. 

The second point t h a t  emerges from the d a t a  
is t h a t  the French media tended t o  be quite 
balanced in positive and negative commentary 
toward the major leaders. Levesque received a 
positive balance, + I  . I  ; Ryan a negative balance, 
- 0.2; and Trudeau a positive balance, + 0.3. 
Such balance i s  noticeably lacking in English 
media evaluations of these same political 
leaders , where Levesque received a negative 
balance, - 9.1; Ryan a positive balance, + 4.4; 
while Trudeau received a positive balance, +6.0. 



On the basis of these data there seems t o  be 
l i t t l e  doubt that  in English media, Mr. Leves- 
que's perceived negative qual i t ies  were high- 
1 ighted, while the perceived virtues of Mr. Ryan 
and Mr. Trudeau found t h e i r  way into Referendum 
reporting . 

One can also examine treatment afforded 
these same three central actors in a somewhat 
different  manner--specifically, by examining the 
quality of the language used in describing them, 
t h e i r  actions,  and t h e i r  perceived a t t r ibutes .  
I n  t h i s  qua1 i ta t ive  treatment, adjectives used 
were identified and in subsequent coding by the 
authors, assigned positive and negative values 
based both on the actual word and the context in 
which i t  was used. Hence the selection process 
confined i t s e l f  t o  those adjectives which were 
obviously favourable or unfavourable to  the 
central actors. What i s  reviewed here i s  the 
quality of the agenda as a consequence of repor- 
to r i a l  gatekeeping. I t  should be pointed out 
that such an examination i s  consistent with 
gatekeepinglagenda set t ing analysis,  f o r  i t  i s  
the conscious reportorial selection of particu- 
l a r  matter from the referendum environment tha t  
resul ts  in the establishment of agenda fo r  
readers, 1 i steners and viewers. 

These tables show a to ta l  of 112 evaluative 
adjectives used in the French-language media, 
roughly one per 6.5 s to r i e s ,  where in the Eng- 
1 ish-language media 90 adjectives were used, 
roughly one per 4.5 s tor ies .  Hence on t h i s  
measure of leader evaluation, as well as on the 
ear l ie r  one, there i s  a greater propensity to- 
wards using evaluative terms on the part  of the 
Engl ish-language media. 

If one examines l inguist ic  differences in 
agenda, the most notable of these occurs in the 



Table Seven 

Percentage o f  P o s i t  i ve and Negat i ve Ad j e c t  i ves 
Used t o  Descr ibe Levesque, by Language 

FRENCH (n - 42) ENGLISH (n = 29) 

Positive Negative Positive Negative 
(61 3%) (38.1%) ( 2  1 .SYo) (72.5%) 

-moderate -cutt ing (11) 
-serene -lost conviction 
-relaxed (11) -yolatile 

-ful l  of energy 
-smiling 
-dignified (11) 
-real communi - 
.cator 

-linguistic master 
-proud (11) 
-forceful (11) 
-moving 

-lacks respect 
-confused 
-liar 
-weary 

-exceptional pol i t ician 
-astute 

-media expert -devious 
-casual -feared 
-intense -runs in a l l  

directions 
-impressive (11) -dishonest 
-positive ent i ty  -lost his marble 
-persuasive -untrustworthy 
-emotional -nervous 

-t ired 
-defensive 
-worried 
-playing wi th 
people 

-vague 
-confusing 
-exhausted 
-pensive 
-crushed 
-racist 
-double-talker 
-sarcastic 
-obstacle to 

reform 
-peddler of lies 



Table Eight 

Percentage o f  Positive and Negative Adjectives 
Used t o  Describe Ryan, by Language 

- -  - 

FRENCH (n  = 32) ENGLISH (n = 16) 
Positive Negative Positive Negative 
(40.6%) (59.4%) (50%) (50%) 

-confident 
-philosophical 
-optimistic 
-at ease 
- m a ~ e l o u s  ora 

-in good fo rm ( I l l )  -disastrous -serious 
-likes conf ronta- -scholarly 
t ion 

-limping leader- -conciliatory 
ship 

- i r r i tated -composed 
-intellectually -jovial 
dishonest 

-terse -patr iot 
-repetetious -confident (11) 
-poor speaker 
-meagre 

 tor -not a leader 
-aggressive -Machiavellian 

-lost credibi l i ty 
-misinformed 
-tactless 
-misses the point 
-far-fetched ideas 
-negative 
-partisan 
-dominated by 

federals 

-shy 
-ignorant of 

media 
-ridiculous 



Table Nine 

Percentage o f  P o s i t i v e  and Negat ive Ad jec t i ves  
Used t o  Descr ibe Trudeau, by Language 

FRENCH (n = 38) ENGLISH (n = 45) 
Positive F ~ B ~ z : : , . :  bz i t i ve  Negative 
(73.7%) (26.3%) (68.9%) (31 .l%) 

-logical (VI) 
-philosophical 
-implacable 

reasoning (11) 
-great orator 
-objective 
-useful 
-serious 
-star 
-Quebec Citizen 
(11) 

-cynical -logical (IV) 
-disdainful -democratic nature 
-threatening -compromiser 

-hard-line -best leader (11) 
-not indispensible -media expert 
-cold -powerful 
-hesitant -animated 
-unrealistic -confident 
-moved too slow -challenging 

-stonewalling 
-disdainful 
-tired (11) 
-dishonest 
-giver of crumbs 
-reluctant 

-dignified (11) 
-f irm 
-powerful 
-forceful 
-bril l iant strategist 
-calm 
-able 
-serene 

-vintage form -flexibility of a 
straight jacket 

-entertaining 
-great speaker 
-relaxed -unrealistic 
-professional -obstacle to refor 
-emotional 
-proud 
-serious 
- f i rm 

-exceptional -determined 
politician 

-impeccable judgement -professorial 
-expert 
-wise 
-tells it ,as it is 
-persuasive 
-intelligent 
-passionate 
-like early Trudeau 



case of Premier Levesque. Here 61.9% of adjec- 
tives used by the French media were favourable, 
while 35.1% were negative. English media t r e a t -  
ment of Levesque was quite the opposite of the 
French, in that  only 27.5% of the adjectives 
used were posit ive,  while fu l ly  72.5% of English 
adjectives were negative. Mr. Ryan received the 
fewest number of adjectival references i n  both 
English and French media treatment. The French 
evaluation was on the whole negative (nearly 60% 
counted on the negative s i d e ) ,  while his  t r e a t -  
ment a t  the hands of English media was exactly 
equal. Mr. Trudeau , was the recipient of the 
most adjectives by media in both languages, and, 
second, that  t h i s  evaluation was strongly posi- 
t ive  in both English and French media (73.7% 
positive in French and 68.9% positive in Eng- 
l i s h ) .  

Pursuing t h i s  analysis fu r the r ,  one can 
establish "profiles" for  the three major actors 
as they were presented by the media t o  readers 
and audiences i n  Montreal and Toronto. Trudeau 

I as depicted by the English language media can be 
characterized as having the fol  lowing prof i  le :  
a logical ,  professional, expert leader,  with 
impressive speaking ski 11s. I n  the French- 
language media agenda, a very similar profile 
appears : Trudeau again emerges as a logical , 
intel lectual  leader, with great orator ical  and 
strategic s k i l l s .  The English agenda depicts 
Ryan as a ser ious,  scholarly leader,  confident 
of victory, who, however, can appear ridiculous , 
is  ignorant of the media, and seems not to  have 
the spark and dynamism of the other leaders. I n  - - the French agenda, Ryan does not f a re  quite so 
well. While he is seen as scholarly, confident, 
and opt imist ic ,  his profi le  i s  in general much 
more negative: he appears as a poor ora tor ,  his 
leadership disastrous,  and he himself as t ac t -  
less ,  misinformed, and even intel lectual ly  dis-  



Table Ten 

Percentage of  A l l  Referendum S to r i es  
Re f l ec t i ng  on t h e  "Yes" and "No" Options 

i n  a P o s i t i v e  o r  Negative Manner, By Language 

- 
FRENCH (n = 732) ENGLISH (n = 431) 

- 
'Yesu Option 7.1% 5.0% 8.1% 16.2% 

I 'Nou Option 9.3% 3.5% 16.1% 7.3% 



honest. I t  i s  when one examines treatment af - 
forded Levesque that  striking differences become 
apparent. , For example, a resident of Toronto 
whose access t o  the media studied here was 
limited t o  English, could only perceive Levesque 
as a devious, dishonest manipulator, whose im- 
pressive ab i l i t y  t o  use the media makes him a l l  
the more dangerous. I n  sharp contrast ,  the 
Montreal resident i s  presented the profi le  of a 
leader who, a1 though verbal ly abrasive , i s  none- 
theless  a proud and forceful master communicator 
whose emotional invol vement in the campaign 
lends him a charismatic charm. 

Table Ten, dealing with the evaluative 
dimensions of Referendum coverage, sh i f t s  the 
focus from leaders t o  positions supporting the 
Yes and No options. Consistent with t h i s  analy- 
s i s  of leader evaluation, French-language media 
highlight the positive aspects of both sides in 
the campaign, even though the No option has a 
substantially higher positive balance of commen- 
t a ry ,  + 5.8 to  + 2.1 for  the Yes option. 

Again, in sharp contrast  t o  the French- 
language pattern,  and consistent with ea r l i e r  
analysis,  the Engl ish-language media strongly 
favour the No option, with a positive balance of 
+ 8.8, while opposing the Yes option with a 
negative balance of commentary of - 8.1. I n  
summary, what the l inguist ic  agenda depict with 
respect t o  the Yes and No options i s  the follow- 
ing: the French-language media on the whole 
support both options, with an edge to  the No 
side; the Engl ish-language media are very sup- 
portive of the No option and highly c r i t i c a l  of 
the Yes option. 



DISCUSSION 

I n  terms of the media studied, the Referen- 
dum did indeed generate greater reportorial 
interest  in Montreal than i n  Toronto. Mon- 
t r ea l e r s  were the potential recipients of nearly 
twice as many Referendum s tor ies  as were Toron- 
tonians. However, an examination of the inter-  
nal configuration of t h i s  reporting reveals 
interesting paral le ls  as well as hypothesized 
differences. Para1 l e l s  in coverage are mainly 
evident in the area of issues.  Here, although 
in actual number the French s tor ies  greatly 
exceeded the Engl ish , a Spearman Rank Order 
Correlation of + .77 indicated quite similar 
overall issue agenda. Considering that  a1 1 
three issues , where French- 1 anguage coverage is  
s t a t i s t i c a l l y  greater than English , deal with 
campaign conduct, i t  i s  argued that  t h i s  d i f fe r -  
ence springs not from French-English dis t inc-  
t iveness,  b u t  simply from the provincial nature 
of the Referendum. 

In other areas of Referendum coverage hypo- 
thesized differences appear confirmed. I n  the 
area of inst i tut ional  ac tors ,  there i s  not only 
a greater volume of French- 1 anguage coverage , 
b u t  in percentage terms s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s igni f i -  
cant differences in three of the f ive cases. I n  
two of these ,  the Yes and No Committees, more- 
over, the extent of d i f fe rent ia l  coverage i s  
s t r ikingly evident. 

In  addition, when one turns t o  patterns of 
evaluation, both with respect t o  leaders and the 
Yes and No options, the e f fec ts  of language on 
differences in coverage are most prominent. 
French-language media overall were less  judge- 
mental in the i r  reporting of the Referendum. 
The evaluative material which did appear was 
balanced with respect to  support for  the Yes and 



No options as well as the leaders associated 
with these options. English reporting, in con- 
t r a s t ,  produced greater percentages of evalua- 
t ive  material. Moreover, such material was 
consistently supportive of the No option while 
hosti le to  the Yes option and Mr. Levesque. 

Another interesting point concerns the 
active involvement of federal pol i t ic ians in a 
Provincial Referendum. Just i f icat ion f o r  such 
involvement is  obvious, in the sense that  the 
Referendum consequences f a r  transcended the 
boundaries of Quebec. Be t h i s  as i t  may, the 
data do suggest t ha t  the federal role in the 
Referendum campaign was certainly substantial 
and perhaps decisive. I n  terns  of frequency of 
mention, in the French-language media, Federal 
Liberal coverage exceeded tha t  accorded t o  t h e i r  
Provincial counterparts by over 10%. Moreover, 
the posit ive personal evaluation of Mr. Trudeau 
in the French-language media exceeded the posi- 
t ive  personal evaluation of Mr. Levesque, in so 
f a r  as journa l i s t ' s  use of adjectives was con- 
cerned (as i n  Tables Seven and Nine.) However 
i t  must be pointed out t h a t ,  in terms of broader 
contextual descriptions of leaders in s t o r i e s ,  
Mr. Trudeau lagged s l ight ly  behind Mr. Levesque 
in positive coverage (as in Table S ix) .  This 
finding acquires an even greater salience given 
the negative personal evaluation of Mr. Ryan i n  
the French-language media, i n  both adjectival 
and contextua 1 measures. 

Conventional wisdom in the l i te ra ture  holds 
that  e lectors  select  information from the envir- 
onment in a manner which is  consistent with 
preconceptions of leaders,  pa r t i e s ,  and issues 
(Blumler, 1979; Becker, 1979). I n  the context 
of th i s  referendum and in terms of the media 
studied, the imp1 icat  ions of t h i s  phenomenon are 
t h a t ,  i n  Montreal, one could find in the media 



s u f f i c i e n t  ma te r i a l  t o  provide a t t i t u d i n a l  sup- 
po r t  f o r  e i t h e r  the Yes o r  No opt ions .  On t h e  
o t h e r  hand, the Toronto media audiences were 
banbarded w i t h  a pro-No o p t i o n ,  pro-Trudeau , 
ant i -Yes opt ion and anti-Levesque agenda. If 
sovere ign ty  a s soc i a t i on  in f a c t  imp1 ied separa-  
tism, i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  Toronto-based media op- 
posed separat ism and supported na t iona l  un i ty .  

Given t h e  outcome of the Referendum, the 
d e f e a t  of sovereignty a s s o c i a t i o n ,  i t  i s  easy t o  
focus  on the na t ion-uni fy ing  c h a r a c t e r  of the 
Toronto-based media. However, had the Yes op- 
t i o n  p r e v a i l e d ,  one might s p e c u l a t e  t h a t  the 
tone  of Eng 1 i sh- 1 anguage media r epo r t i ng  would 
have con t r ibu t ed  t o  a c r i s i s  atmosphere in  which 
p o l i t i c a l  nego t i a t i on  and compromise would have 
been d i f f i c u l t  t o  ach ieve .  According t o  the 
Toronto-based media , had the outcome favoured 
the Yes o p t i o n ,  i t  would c l e a r l y  have been the 
worst of times. According t o  the Montreal-based 
media,  " i t  was the b e s t  of  times, i t  was the 

~ 1 1  worst of t imes ."  

1 I I 
FOOTNOTES 

This paper was o r i g i n a l l y  presented a t  the 
Annual Meeting of the Canadian Communication 
Assoc i a t i on ,  Univers i ty  of Ottawa, June 1982. 
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