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Abstract
Several scholars have noted that many types of news coverage (including political news)
are increasingly characterized by an “infotainment” style—defined roughly as the commu-
nication of politically relevant information using styles and formats more commonly asso-
ciated with entertainment-oriented programming. Despite this growing trend and the
many findings surrounding its impact on politics and political discourse, very little
research has been done on the nature and dynamics of infotainment within the
Canadian context. In response, this article seeks to measure and evaluate the scope and
nature of infotainment in Canadian political news coverage by (1) outlining a comprehen-
sive conceptual definition of (and rigorous method of studying) infotainment and (2)
sharing the results of our mixed-methods discourse analysis of infotainment characteris-
tics within 969 hard news articles published in Canadian English-language newspapers
that covered the 2019 Canadian federal election. Our findings demonstrate that there
was a substantial presence of infotainment characteristics in this coverage. We discuss
the detailed nature of these characteristics and the relationship between the presence of
infotainment characteristics and those of the quintessentially “Golden Age” reporting
style (often viewed as infotainment’s polar opposite), while outlining a variety of broader
implications and further research questions raised by these findings.

Résumé
Plusieurs chercheurs ont fait observer que de nombreux types de couverture de l’actualité (y
compris l’actualité politique) sont de plus en plus caractérisés par un style défini « infodi-
vertissement », associant grosso modo la communication d’informations politiquement per-
tinentes à l’aide de styles et de formats plus communément associés à des émissions de
divertissement. Malgré cette tendance croissante et les nombreuses conclusions concernant
son impact sur la politique et le discours politique, très peu de recherches ont été effectuées
sur la nature et la dynamique de l’infodivertissement dans le contexte canadien. Cet article
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vise donc à mesurer et à évaluer la portée et la nature de l’infodivertissement dans la cou-
verture de l’actualité politique canadienne en (i) présentant une définition conceptuelle
complète du terme (et une méthode rigoureuse pour l’étudier), et (ii) en partageant les
résultats de notre analyse du discours à l’aide de méthodes mixtes de démêlage
caractéristiques de l’infodivertissement relevées dans 969 articles de « nouvelles chaudes »
publiés dans des journaux canadiens de langue anglaise qui ont couvert les élections
fédérales canadiennes de 2019. Nous discutons de la nature détaillée de ces
caractéristiques et de la relation entre la présence des caractéristiques de l’infodivertissement
et celles du style de reportage éminemment propre de l’«âge d’or» (souvent considéré
comme l’opposé polaire de l’infodivertissement), tout en soulignant une variété de conse-
quences plus larges et de questions de recherche ultérieures soulevées par ces résultats.

Keywords: infotainment; hard news; political communications; Canadian media; mixed-methods discourse
analysis

Mots clés: infodivertissement; nouvelles chaudes; communications politiques; médias canadiens; analyse du
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In many places in the world, politics has arguably become “media politics”—with
political discourse and decision making increasingly refracted through networks of
mass communications and media representations and with the lines between celeb-
rities and politicians increasingly blurred. In this context, understanding how polit-
ically relevant information is produced and consumed is arguably central to
understanding how politics functions (both at a systemic level and at the level of
many specific political outcomes and events).

One important conceptual tool that researchers have developed to investigate the
nature and impact of the processes of information production and consumption
that characterize our contemporary mediascape is the notion of infotainment.
While different scholars and observers define and investigate it in various ways,
at its core infotainment describes a style of communication that mixes (in our
case, politically relevant) informative materials with formats and representa-
tional/narrative techniques originally developed and employed in entertainment-
focused genres. In both popular and academic usage, it is almost always conceptu-
alized in contrast to something one might loosely term the “Golden Age of journal-
ism” model of hard news coverage (whose key stylistic characteristics are usually
portrayed as including objectivity, accurate information, serious analysis, and so
on) (see Krause, 2011; Schiller, 1979; Schudson, 2015).

While the concept of infotainment was originally coined as a buzzword for criticism
of contemporary television in the 1980s in response to a variety of trends in commer-
cial broadcasting in the United States (see Thussu, 2007), a burgeoning literature has
uncovered not only the global reach of infotainment phenomena but also its presence
in, and impact on, the political realm (see, for example, Azari, 2016; Hadfield, 2017;
Lalancette and Cormack, 2018; Lawrence and Boydstun, 2017; Marland, 2018; and
Serazio, 2018, for the ways that infotainment formats have been key in the framing
and sensationalization of winning candidates for political office). Unsurprisingly,
these findings have also sparked debates over the empirical and normative implications
of political infotainment for citizens and democratic systems (see Marinov, 2020).
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While infotainment has been heavily researched in the United States (and to a
lesser degree in other regions), there has been virtually no examination of the
existence and nature of infotainment in Canada (particularly around hard news
coverage). Thus, there is no consensus at all regarding the degree to which an
infotainment style characterizes media coverage of politics in Canada. This article
therefore seeks to address this important gap in our understanding by analyzing the
presence, intensity and nature of infotainment in Canadian English-language (CEL)
newspapers’ hard news political coverage, using the 2019 Canadian federal election
campaign as our orienting case study.

We begin our article in section 1 with a brief overview of the ways that infotainment
has been previously studied, as well as a discussion of the degree to which it has been
examined in the Canadian context. Sections 2 through 4 then outline the specific
research questions, methodology and research design choices that oriented our study.
We then share our findings regarding CEL newspaper coverage of the 2019 federal elec-
tion: section 5 begins this discussion by offering an overview of our high-level findings
about the prevalence of both infotainment and the Golden Age style; section 6 continues
our discussion by offering a more granular and detailed discussion of the specific nature
of the Canadian version of infotainment by examining what we found about the pres-
ence and prevalence of each of the main characteristics (and the key sub-characteristics).
Section 7 concludes the article with a brief discussion of some of the implications of our
findings, as well as some of the potentially fruitful avenues for future research.

1. Existing Studies of Infotainment
While early examples (and the early origins) of the modern infotainment style have
been traced back to the yellow journalism1 and street literature of nineteenth-
century England, and certain elements of it have been identified in different
media throughout the twentieth century (Borchard, 2018; Brants, 2008; Thussu,
2007), in the existing scholarly literature, infotainment is most commonly concep-
tualized as a relatively recent set of stylistic trends and media formats that have
emerged since the 1980s. Since then, the concept has been used in various ways
to analyze and describe diverse media phenomena (from news media to talk
shows, and from genres to entire media landscapes), as well as to normatively eval-
uate/critique these phenomena.

Elsewhere (Marinov, 2020) we have offered a detailed overview and evaluation of
the existing literature on infotainment (including the diverse definitions and
research trajectories) and have argued that the existing literature can be grouped
into three main categories: (1) research that examines infotainment as a compre-
hensive transformation within national and international media systems on a
more macro level, (2) research on soft news programming (talk shows, late night
comedy and satire, and so forth) as a specific infotainment genre of its own, and
(3) research on the degree to which infotainment stylistic and format characteristics
characterize traditional hard news coverage in newspapers, televised newscasts, and
radio. Given that our focus in this article is on hard news coverage, our study is
located primarily in the third category.

In general, the conceptualizations of infotainment used to analyze hard news
coverage have drawn heavily from journalism studies (often defined by associated
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concepts, such as tabloidization, sensationalization, and soft versus hard news dis-
tinctions), with most scholarship in the area falling into two main strands of
research.

The first strand focuses on the proliferation of soft news stories into news cov-
erage and on the degree that this has displaced more serious and informative hard
news stories and styles of covering political material. For example, Patterson’s
(2000) seminal study of over 5,300 news stories in America between 1980 and
1999 found that regardless of how soft news stories were defined or measured,
they had increased considerably over hard news stories during this period. Since
then, a variety of studies using diverse definitions and methods have further con-
firmed these conclusions by finding that, to varying degrees in both the United
States and Europe, stories that present their content using more entertainment-
oriented techniques (for instance, designed to heighten the entertaining, emotional,
dramatic, or general human-interest nature) have come to dominate televised and
print news, displacing much of the more serious and politically relevant informa-
tion that is viewed as necessary for the health of the democratic system and the civic
role of citizens (Aalberg et al., 2010; Curran et al., 2009; Hamilton, 2004; Iyengar,
2007; Thussu, 2007).

The second strand of infotainment research on news media examines hard news
coverage more directly by exploring the degree to which the format/style and con-
tent of hard news coverage has adopted more entertainment-oriented elements.
These types of studies have, for example, explored whether traditional news outlets
have provided less in-depth, less contextualized or less well-researched coverage of
hard news topics and whether presentational style has become softer, less serious,
more sensationalized and/or more framed around aspects such as personality,
celebrity, human interest, and opinion and speculation (see Campbell et al.,
2014; Compton and Dyer-Witheford, 2014; Graber and Holyk, 2011; Iyengar,
2007; Thussu, 2007). Scholars have also sought to explore the causes of these trends,
such as the impact of media fragmentation, 24-hour newscasts, and internet news
(which require constant and newly developing material, even when facts haven’t
been fully established, researched or documented) (see Iyengar, 2007; Thussu,
2007) or of structural economic imperatives in the face of news audience decline
(see Graber and Holyk, 2011; Harrington, 2008; Iyengar, 2007; Langman, 2017;
McManus, 1995).

Methodologically, studies of infotainment in hard news coverage have used
diverse criteria for analysis. For example, some analyses have sought to evaluate
the journalistic “style” or “role performance” (Graber, 1994; Hallin and Mellado,
2018), including the journalistic use of “candidate challenges” to construct a
form of entertaining and dramatic “reality news” akin to the sensationalism of real-
ity TV shows (Bennett, 2005). Others have focused on evaluations of the content of
news by looking at a number of elements including topic, valence, criticism, fear
discourses, the use of ambiguity, surprise elements, polls, personalization, privati-
zation, and more (Baum, 2005; Brants, 1998; Brants and Neijens, 1998; Carrillo
and Ferre-Pavia, 2013; Jebril et al., 2013).

Overall, then, as highlighted by Reinemann et al. (2012) and Otto et al. (2017),
while there is a fairly strong consensus among scholars that infotainment is an
important and growing phenomenon even in hard news coverage, the diversity
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of approaches has meant that there is no consensus about how to define infotain-
ment or how to methodologically study it. As such, any study of infotainment must,
at a minimum, very clearly outline not only its definition but also its method of
operationalizing and investigating infotainment.

2. The Study of Infotainment in Canada
There are certainly reasons to suspect that infotainment might be present in
Canadian hard news. Many scholars argue that infotainment is now a global phe-
nomenon, driven by transnational supply-and-demand dynamics (between news
organizations and their audiences) that have changed the “working assumptions”
of both journalists and audiences so as to render the infotainment format, with
its profound fusion of news and entertainment, a normalized and expected form
across news media (Altheide, 2004: 293; see also Baym, 2005). Statistics Canada
data (Statistics Canada, 2019), moreover, show that the Canadian media sphere
has been experiencing many of the same structural changes that have been identi-
fied as global drivers of increased infotainment—including significant reductions in
subscription and advertising revenue, industry consolidation and a growth in merg-
ers and acquisitions, deep cuts to newsroom staff and resources, an increasing per-
centage (roughly 15 per cent at last count) of newsroom operating costs going
toward subcontracting news production, and regular industry layoffs (for example,
Postmedia’s recent announcement of layoffs and the closure of some 15 local news-
papers; see Canadian Press, 2020).

Despite these trends, there have been no explicit and comprehensive studies of
the prevalence of infotainment in Canada’s hard news coverage. There are one or
two studies that use the concept of infotainment to explore soft news coverage in
Canada (for instance, Bastien, 2018, which explored infotainment in
French-language soft news television programming, and Onusko, 2011, which ana-
lyzed the Rick Mercer Report as an example of infotainment). Moreover, there are
other studies that have examined news coverage in Canada which, while not exam-
ining infotainment explicitly, have touched on certain elements of sensationalism,
the production of soft news, and other characteristics that are also central to info-
tainment (for instance, Edge, 2016; Hackett and Zhao, 1998; Prato, 1993; Rose and
Nesbitt-Larking, 2010; Taras, 1990, 2008). Other examples of this include several
key longitudinal studies, such as Bastien (2020), which found evidence of an
increase in strategic framing and a decrease in factual reporting styles within tele-
vised leaders’ debates, and Sampert et al. (2014), which found a growth in a number
of reporting characteristics typical of the infotainment format, including increased
use of opinion, photos (appearance over content), combative or game-like language,
and a personalized focus on candidates over parties, all of which they argue point
toward a growth in the use of “media logic” to structure political communications.
In addition, both episodic and competitive or game-like framing of politics have
been identified in Canada’s political news coverage. Trimble and Sampert (2004),
for example, found evidence of game framing of elections within headlines from
the Globe and Mail and the National Post, while Marcotte and Bastien (2012)
found evidence of game framing and event-based (rather than issue-based) cover-
age increasing among French-language media producers as they face less sheltering
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from market pressures. Similarly, Andrew (2013) has identified a strong presence of
opinionated coverage of election campaigns, notably among Canada’s commercial
newspapers.

While these studies therefore suggest that certain characteristics typical of info-
tainment are likely present in various types of media coverage of Canadian politics,
none of them offer a clear and robust conception and definition of infotainment.
Nor do they employ the type of systematic and robust methodology that would
be required to ground for broad and systematic findings about the presence and
nature of an infotainment quotient in political hard news coverage. As such,
there remains a significant gap in our knowledge regarding the prevalence of info-
tainment in Canadian political news coverage (both in general and in Canadian
hard news political coverage in particular). This gap is precisely what our study
was designed to address. To that end, we will now turn to the specific research ques-
tions of our study and its methodological design.

3. Research Questions
Given the almost complete dearth of studies on the subject, there are far more
research questions about infotainment in Canada than we could explore. In this
context, we decided to pose two sets of questions that would both offer a portrait
of the current state of infotainment and provide some empirical basis for evaluating
the normative/ethical/political implications of these findings in the future:

• Research Question 1 (RQ1): To what degree does the hard news political cov-
erage in Canadian English-language (CEL) newspapers embody the character-
istics of an infotainment style? And if present, what is the nature, intensity and
mix of those characteristics?

• Research Question 2 (RQ2): If infotainment characteristics are present in the
hard news political coverage in Canadian English-language (CEL) newspapers,
to what degree do these characteristics coexist with the characteristics that are
traditionally understood to characterize the “Golden Age standard” style of
informative and analytic hard news coverage?

The purpose of RQ1 is to address the basic gap in our knowledge about the exis-
tence and nature of infotainment in Canadian hard news coverage. The purpose of
RQ2 is to offer additional insight into whether an infotainment style precludes
other styles or whether it can coexist with other styles within the same article—a
question that is important not only for our empirical understanding of infotain-
ment (which is our interest in this article) but also for contemporary ethical debates
about the value and impact of infotainment in civic life (for some examples of
scholars who argue that infotainment might have some positive impacts—especially
as a way of encouraging less interested citizens to engage with political issues—see
Aalberg et al., 2010, Bennett, 2003; Graber and Holyk, 2011; Hamilton, 2004;
Harrington, 2008; Jones, 2009; Just, 2011; Patterson, 2000; Zaller, 1992, 2003).

Answering these questions is pertinent to political scientists for several reasons,
related primarily to concerns over citizens’ political learning and engagement as
components of a healthy democratic system and culture. First, and primarily
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theoretically, they led us to develop a robust and operationalizable conception of
infotainment relevant to the study of political news coverage. We believe that this
expands the toolkit of political science discourse analysis by helping scholars under-
stand how political news coverage functions in ways that are quite different than
analyses which focus solely on ideology, policy positions, partisan commitments,
group/actor political-economic interests, and a host of other traditional categories
often used within political science. Secondly, and more empirically, answering
these questions offers a nuanced and robust portrait of how and what is presented
in Canadian news coverage—an understanding of which is generally deemed to be
at least somewhat important in understanding the formation of voter perceptions
and preferences in our contemporary media-saturated mode of electoral politics.
Finally, answering these questions is also potentially relevant for normative reasons
insofar as it gives us important information about the type, format and style of infor-
mation that citizens now face when engaging with political news and analysis.
Namely, by empirically measuring how prevalent infotainment versus Golden Age
content/style are, how they each function, and the degree to which such differing
stylistic characteristics coexist or not, we are better equipped to identify, evaluate
and address the challenges (and opportunities) that citizens currently face in one
important arena of political discourse and engagement.

4. Methodology
How did we investigate these questions? While we offer a very detailed discussion of
our methodology in the online appendix accompanying this article, for reasons of
space we will offer only a brief overview of the mechanics of our study here.

4.1 Defining infotainment and the Golden Age style

Our first task was to decide how to conceptualize and define infotainment. To do
so, we conducted an exhaustive and detailed review of the existing scholarly liter-
ature on infotainment. As part of this, we reviewed, analyzed, evaluated and synthe-
sized how various scholars conceptualized infotainment, how they defined it, what
methods they used to study it, and their key findings (Marinov, 2020). Our review
determined that while infotainment is defined and operationalized in many differ-
ent ways, the vast majority of conceptualizations can be synthesized under three
main characteristics.2 Accordingly, for this study, we defined infotainment as an
overarching archetypal style of communication in which the content, framing
and/or presentational techniques render the news

• personalized—that is, focusing more on politicians, their style and personal
traits than on policies, social/political/economic issues, parties, programs/plat-
forms or other more substantive political content;

• sensational, rather than serious, analytical, investigative, or otherwise educa-
tive and substantive; or

• decontextualized and speculative, rather than factually informed, socially and
politically contextualized, or consisting of genuine events/information (as
opposed to constructed/scripted/staged events/information).
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We refer to these three elements as the three main characteristics of infotain-
ment. We suggest, moreover, that each of these three macro-characteristics can
be performed/embodied by a variety of sub-characteristics (which we define and
discuss in significant detail in the online appendix).

These characteristics (and sub-characteristics), moreover, are not mutually
exclusive (that is, a news item might embody many sub/characteristics or just
one). Nor must any specific characteristic/sub-characteristic be present for coverage
to qualify (at least partially) as infotainment (we will discuss this in more detail
later). Rather, depending on the context, it is possible that an article would qualify
as exhibiting at least some degree of infotainment if it were to embody even just one
sub/characteristic (for example, if it embodied that sub/characteristic quite heavily).

Relatedly, the same article might embody characteristics of an infotainment style
of communication as well as characteristics of other unrelated, or even opposing,
forms and strategies of communication. For example, infotainment is often pre-
sented as the opposite of what we will refer to as the Golden Age style (often pre-
sented as the ideal, gold-standard style of modern journalism—and particularly
hard news coverage—to which all news coverage should aspire; see Krause, 2011;
Schiller, 1979; Schudson, 2015). However, previous studies have suggested that
rather than being mutually exclusive, both infotainment and Golden Age style attri-
butes are often intermixed in news coverage—thus leading many infotainment
scholars to argue that we should see the two more as a continuum than a dichot-
omous categorization (see Delli Carpini and Williams, 2001) and to suggest that
researchers of infotainment should not simply study the binary presence/absence
of infotainment (or Golden Age) characteristics but should instead seek to gauge
the relative prevalence/intensity of each style (and their characteristics) before mak-
ing judgments about where the relative balance lies between the two.

Accordingly, in our study we also analyzed the existing literature in order to cre-
ate an overarching definition of the Golden Age style and its key characteristics. We
discuss this definition in more detail in the online appendix alongside our defini-
tion of infotainment. But in general, we define the Golden Age style of news cov-
erage as characterized by a number of key features, including (1) a “strong
orientation toward an ethic of public service” in journalism (Krause, 2011: 96);
(2) an understanding of journalism as playing a key “watchdog role” in the broader
democratic system (Hallin and Mellado, 2018); (3) a belief that a “professional dis-
trust of sources” (Schiller, 1979: 56) is necessary, especially regarding governmental,
corporate and public relations sources; and (4) a commitment to offering informa-
tion in an “objective,” dispassionate, serious, investigative or analytical style (Brants
and Neijens, 1998; Krause 2011; Schiller 1979) while discussing/presenting substan-
tive factual information and broader contextual analysis with the aim of aiding
citizens’ own critical reflection and decision making (Brants and Neijens, 1998:
152; Hallin and Mellado, 2018).

4.2 Mixed-methods discourse analysis

While there are many different methods that could be (and have been) employed to
theoretically and empirically investigate infotainment, we believe that the ideal way
to investigate the presence/absence/relative intensity of an infotainment style (as we
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define it) would be to employ a mixed-methods mode of discourse analysis. This is
an approach that combines careful, rigorously structured, qualitative micro-level
analysis of each news item (of a highly representative dataset of news articles)
with a systematic process of coding those qualitative analyses in such a way as to
allow for additional quantitative macro-analyses of the overarching trends in the
dataset as a whole.

To achieve this, mixed-methods approaches must create a systematic process that
guides the qualitative reading of each news item and allows the researcher to sys-
tematically record their findings for each news item. To do so, mixed-methods
scholars must (1) create what is often called a codebook, which is simply a list of
the questions that the researcher will pose to each news item, as well as the way
they will be answered (for example, answers can be a predetermined list or left
open); (2) choose the process they will use to capture and record (and later analyze)
the results of their codebook-guided analysis of each news item; and (3) identify
and construct a robust and representative dataset to be analyzed.

In terms of the details of our custom codebook itself, interested readers can con-
sult a full copy of it—including an explanation and justification of each question,
potential answers, and citations to other scholars whose work explains the relevance
of the questions/answers—in the online appendix to this article. Several general fea-
tures about the codebook are worth highlighting here, however. First, it was
designed to produce results that would directly answer RQ1 and RQ2 by investigat-
ing all of the detailed characteristics/sub-characteristics included in our definitions
of infotainment and the Golden Age styles. Second, to ensure that we measured not
only the presence/absence of these elements but also the more nuanced question of
their relative prevalence/intensity, the codebook included both yes/no presence/
absence questions, as well as more holistic scale rating questions (designed to
gauge the relative prevalence/intensity of the sub/characteristics and the infotain-
ment and Golden Age styles overall). Third, it is relevant to note that the questions
in the codebook were ordered in such a way that the researcher was asked to first
examine and code for all of the specific sub-characteristics before being asked to
render a holistic scale rating for the overall prevalence/intensity of a given charac-
teristic and overarching infotainment / Golden Age style (the reason this ordering is
important is because it ensures that the final overarching scale ratings are only done
after, and thus with full knowledge of, the detailed analysis of the sub-
characteristics—a practice that significantly increases the accuracy and reliability
of the overall scale rating).

In terms of the process used to code and analyze the dataset, our method
involved performing a close, qualitative reading of each individual news article
from our dataset (each article was read at least two times), after which the
researcher asked and answered each of the questions contained in the codebook.3

Our coding answers (whether they took the form of choosing from a predetermined
list or writing a detailed answer in response to an open question) were captured
using the mixed-methods specific software QDA Miner 6.0—a coding platform
that is widely used in mixed-methods discourse analysis research. Once we com-
pleted coding of all the articles in the dataset, we then performed a variety of fur-
ther quantitative and qualitative analyses at the macro level to determine the overall
key trends in the dataset.4
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Because we provide a substantial explanation and justification of our chosen case
study and dataset in the online appendix, we won’t discuss it in detail here. Some of
the key characteristics, however, are as follows. First, we choose English-language,
print (that is, newspaper) hard news coverage of the 2019 Canadian federal election
as our case study. This case study was chosen not only because this type of news
coverage remains highly relevant in contemporary Canadian political discourse
but also because it represents a difficult case insofar as hard news coverage is the
genre in which one would expect to find the least amount of infotainment (the
implication being that, should we find a significant presence and intensity of info-
tainment in this case study, our findings cannot be discounted as of limited rele-
vance and/or the result of a journalistic genre that is already predisposed to
infotainment). Second, on the basis of this, we constructed a robust and highly rep-
resentative dataset of English-language hard news print coverage by collecting all
political news articles during the 41 days of the 2019 official election period
from six newspapers (Globe and Mail, National Post, Toronto Star, Montreal
Gazette, Calgary Herald and Vancouver Sun). As a group, these include the three
largest and agenda-setting newspapers in Canada while also representing significant
ideological and regional/geographic diversity.5 Our original search identified a total
of 4,370 hard news articles. After eliminating redundant duplicate news items (that
is, articles that were reprinted in more than one publication) and filtering according
to three criteria—articles had to be hard news, rather than another genre (for exam-
ple, op eds), they had to discuss the election more than tangentially, and the length
had to be substantial enough to ensure equality across the dataset and allow for
meaningful analysis—our final dataset comprised 969 separate and distinct news
items. Given the centrality of the publications chosen and the breadth of articles
retained, this represents an extremely rigorous and representative dataset—and
one that is far larger and more detailed than most prior empirical analyses of
infotainment.6

5. High-Level Findings: Presence and Intensity of Infotainment in Canadian
Political News Coverage
What did our analysis find? In section 6, we will offer a detailed breakdown of some
of our key findings regarding the prevalence and nature of the main characteristics
and sub-characteristics of the infotainment style. Before doing so, however, in this
section we outline some of the high-level findings about the presence and preva-
lence of the infotainment and Golden Age styles more generally (especially as
they relate to RQ1 and RQ2).

5.1 RQ1: Overall prevalence of infotainment

As we noted in the discussion of our methodology, because infotainment is a multi-
characteristic phenomenon whose presence/absence and intensity are best judged
holistically, we accorded each news item an overall holistic infotainment rating
after having coded that news item for each of the main characteristics (and the asso-
ciated sub-characteristics) that define our conception of infotainment and the
Golden Age style. A scale of 1–5 was used, with a rating of 1 indicating that the
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article had “little to no infotainment characteristics present” and a rating of 5 indi-
cating “very strong infotainment characteristics present.” Ratings of 2, 3 or 4 rep-
resented intermediate points between these poles, with the midpoint (3) being
defined as showing evidence of “moderate infotainment characteristics present.”
The results of our analysis can be found in Figure 1.

There are a number of interesting conclusions to draw from this data. First, it is
clear that a very large portion of Canadian political hard news coverage in newspa-
pers embodies significant infotainment traits; 42.4 per cent of all articles, for exam-
ple, were rated as a 4 or 5 on the Infotainment Scale—meaning that they
demonstrated a significant degree of infotainment characteristics. Furthermore,
61.7 per cent of articles were rated as having at least some evidence of notable info-
tainment characteristics (meaning they were rated as either 2, 3, 4 or 5).

At the same time, our findings show that infotainment is not the only style
used in political hard news in Canadian newspapers. While 28.9 per cent of arti-
cles in our dataset were rated as a 5 (highest) on the Infotainment Scale, 38 per
cent of articles were rated as having virtually no infotainment characteristics
(rating 1). Moreover, if 42.4 per cent of articles were rated in the two highest
ratings of infotainment (ratings 4 and 5), another 48.7 per cent of articles
were rated in the two lowest categories (ratings 1 and 2). As such, it is important
to underline that our findings do not suggest that infotainment is the sole, or even
the only dominant, style of political hard news coverage. Clearly, there is a substantial
proportion of political hard news coverage in newspapers that do not follow the info-
tainment style.

While we will not discuss this in detail here (but will return to it in the con-
clusion), it is also worthwhile noting that a comparison of trends across the
three publications also suggests some interesting findings. In general, there
were not many significant divergences between the three publications.
However, despite all being Canada-wide agenda-setting broadsheets, there were
a few differences. Most notably at this macro level was the fact that hard news

Figure 1 Infotainment Scale results

Canadian Journal of Political Science 881

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423923000586
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.167.229, on 14 Oct 2024 at 22:15:33, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423923000586
https://www.cambridge.org/core


articles in the Postmedia network of newspapers were significantly more likely to
embody infotainment characteristics than the Globe and Mail and the Toronto
Star. For example, a majority (51.9 per cent) of Postmedia news items were
rated as high on the Infotainment Scale (a rating of 4 or 5), whereas a much
lower proportion of articles from the Toronto Star (38.8 per cent) and the
Globe and Mail (35.4 per cent) fell into these categories. This clearly raises a series
of questions for further research.

Overall, however, what our findings unequivocally show is that (1) infotainment is
very widespread and (2) political hard news coverage inCanadian national newspapers,
taken as awhole, is roughly equally as likely to be characterized by a strong infotainment
style as it is to be characterized by a non-infotainment style. Given the widespread per-
ception andnormative ideal of political hardnews coverage inCanada as primarily ana-
lytic and informative (and the fact that most observers would suggest that these
journalistic norms should, in theory, be a significant barrier to the adoption of infotain-
ment style characteristics), the fact that ouranalysis clearly establishes that infotainment
has become a significant and widespread style used in political hard news coverage in
Canadian newspapers is a highly notable finding in itself.

5.2 RQ2: Attaining the infotainment “ideal”

If section 5.1 gives us a high-level answer to RQ1, additional analysis is required to
answer RQ2. Recall that RQ2 essentially asks whether, when infotainment style
characteristics are present in an article, other stylistic characteristics (in our case,
Golden Age characteristics) can also be present. Or to state it slightly more precisely
(since we measured the presence of infotainment on a 5-point scale rather than a
simple present/absent binary), to what degree are other, non-infotainment stylistic
characteristics (particularly those of the Golden Age style) present in articles that
fall under each of the five ratings of the Infotainment Scale?

To investigate this question, we ensured that we rated every article not only through
the lens of an infotainment style but also independently through the lens of the
Golden Age style. These codes—as outlined in section E of our codebook—both iden-
tified the presence/absence of a number of specific characteristics of the Golden Age
style and provided a rating (1–5) of the prevalence/intensity of the Golden Age style
overall. This means that if an article had substantial Golden Age characteristics, these
would be identified as present and the article would be rated highly on the Golden Age
Scale even if it also had significant infotainment characteristics.

The value of doing this additional coding independent of our coding of infotainment
characteristics (and the Infotainment Scale) is that it allowed us to test the degree to
which Golden Age stylistic characteristics were distributed across each gradation of
the Infotainment Scale. For example, if our results demonstrated that Golden Age
stylistic characteristics were distributed relatively equally (or randomly) across the
Infotainment Scale, it would show that it is entirely possible for an infotainment style
to coexistwith aGoldenAge style, evenwithin the samearticle.Conversely, if our results
demonstrated that thehighest intensityofGoldenAge characteristicswere found in arti-
cleswith the lowest scores on the Infotainment Scale, thiswould suggest that, in practice,
the more that an article is characterized by an infotainment style, the less likely it is to
also embody characteristics of the Golden Age style.
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Figure 2 shows the results of this analysis. Essentially the figure takes all the
articles that we rated as falling in each of the five Infotainment Scale ratings and
then breaks them down according to their rating on the 5-point Golden Age
Scale. The horizontal axis (with the numbers 1–5) is the Infotainment Scale ratings,
while each column above the numbers 1–5 represents the number of articles in each
Infotainment Scale rating that fall into the five Golden Age Scale ratings. Thus, if
every article that was rated 5 on the Infotainment Scale was equally distributed
across the five ratings of the Golden Age Scale, what you would see is five equal
columns above the number 5 on the horizontal axis. Conversely, if every article
rated a 5 on the Infotainment Scale was rated a 1 on the Golden Age Scale, you
would only see one column above the number 5 on the horizontal axis, with a col-
our indicating its nature as a 1 on the Golden Age Scale (as indicated in the Golden
Age Scale legend at the bottom of the figure).

So, what does this figure reveal? It clearly shows that the Golden Age Scale rat-
ings are distributed very unevenly across the five Infotainment Scale ratings, with
the bulk of the Golden Age Scale ratings falling into the poles of the
Infotainment Scale (ratings 1 and 5).

If we examine the distribution of ratings more closely, the situation becomes
even clearer. For example, the articles that are rated highest on the Golden Age
Scale (rating of 5) were found almost exclusively in articles rated the lowest on
the Infotainment Scale (rating of 1). Similarly, essentially all of those articles
rated lowest on the Golden Age Scale (rating of 1) were found exclusively in articles
that were rated the highest on the Infotainment Scale (rating of 5). These results
also largely held true for the next level of ratings, with the vast bulk of articles
rated second highest in Golden Age Scale (that is, 4) falling within the two lowest
Infotainment Scale categories (that is, 1 and 2, with a few in 3). Similarly, virtually
all articles rated second lowest in Golden Age Scale (that is, 2) were also rated in the

Figure 2 Distribution of Golden Age style across Infotainment Scale
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highest two categories on the Infotainment Scale (that is, 4 and 5). Finally, articles
that were rated in the middle of the Golden Age Scale (that is, a 3) were found in
articles with an Infotainment Scale rating of 2 to 4.

Given our methodology, these findings do not prove causality (which is to say,
that the presence of a strong infotainment style causes the absence of Golden Age
stylistic characteristics). Nor do they prove a universal or theoretical law (for
instance, that it is impossible to combine a strong infotainment style with a strong
Golden Age style). What they do show, however, is that, empirically speaking, in
our extensive hard news dataset (1) there were virtually no examples of articles
that embodied both a strong infotainment and a strong Golden Age style; (2) the
stronger the infotainment style was, the less present/weaker the Golden Age style
was; (3) the weaker the infotainment style was, the more present/stronger the
Golden Age style was; and (4) the only articles in which characteristics of both
styles coexisted were articles where the intensity of both the infotainment and
Golden Age styles were relatively moderate. As such, while our findings show no
evidence of strong infotainment and strong Golden Age styles coexisting, they do
suggest that it is possible for hard news articles to combine moderate degrees of
Golden Age characteristics with moderate degrees of infotainment characteristics.

6. Detailed Findings: The Nature of Infotainment in Canadian Political
News Coverage
If section 5 outlined our high-level findings regarding the existence of infotainment
and Golden Age styles in political hard news coverage in Canadian newspapers, it
did not provide much insight into the specific nature of the infotainment style itself
within our dataset. Given that infotainment has a number of different aspects—not
all of which are always equally dominant in different spheres/countries—our study
also sought to understand the specific nature of infotainment in our dataset at a
more granular level: Were all of the three main characteristics of our definition
of infotainment equally present? Or were some of them more/less dominant?
And within each characteristic, which sub-characteristics were the most important?
Answering these questions in order to offer a more nuanced picture of the nature of
infotainment in Canadian political news coverage is thus the goal of this section.

Let us begin with the question of the relative prevalence of each of the three
macro-characteristics. As discussed in the methods section, our core definition of
the infotainment style identifies practices of personalization, sensationalization
and decontextualization as the three key macro-characteristics of infotainment.
As these characteristics can be embodied to varying degrees in different articles,
we not only asked a yes/no question about whether each characteristic was present
but also rated the intensity of the presence of each of these three characteristics
individually on a 5-point scale (with 1 being “little to none” and 5 being “highly
prevalent”). Figure 3 outlines the relative prevalence of each characteristic by show-
ing the percentage of all of the articles in our dataset (regardless of where they rated
on the Infotainment Scale) which were rated as a 3, 4 or 5 (ratings that are indic-
ative of a relatively strong prevalence of that characteristic).7

As is clear from the figure, we found that the prevalent characteristics of person-
alization and sensationalization were roughly equally present in our dataset (in
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approximately 40 per cent of all articles, with approximately 26 per cent falling into
the 4 and 5 ratings). In comparison, the characteristic of decontextualization was
strongly prevalent in more than 52 per cent of all articles (with almost 40 per
cent of all articles falling into the 4 and 5 ratings).

Interestingly, there are relatively few notable outliers between publications in
terms of the overall ratings for these three characteristics. In general, when broken
down by publication, the “characteristic” results mirror what we found when we
tested the overall prevalence of infotainment generally (as discussed in section
5.1)—with Postmedia publications demonstrating higher levels of infotainment
overall, as well as higher levels of each of the specific three characteristics that define
infotainment. The one notable difference was that Postmedia employed decontex-
tualization at even higher rates than what its overall higher prevalence of an info-
tainment style would suggest. However, none of these results fundamentally
distinguished the Postmedia results from the others, meaning that there are no sig-
nificant outliers in publications.

But which sub-characteristics drive each of these three main characteristics? This
is the question to which we turn next.

6.1 Personalization

As discussed in section 4.1, personalization is one of the main characteristics of our
definition of infotainment and, as noted just above, was moderately to strongly present
(a rating of 3–5 on the Personalization Scale) in just under 40 per cent of the dataset.
To better understand the detailed nature of this characteristic, we also coded for the
presence/absence of the four sub-characteristics discussed in section 4.1. As seen in
Figure 4, one sub-characteristic was far more prevalent than the other three.

In fact, the sub-characteristic of personalizing the political context by contextu-
alizing political coverage with personalized information, frames and materials was
by far the most dominant sub-characteristic, present in almost half of all articles. In

Figure 3 Infotainment—main characteristics

Canadian Journal of Political Science 885

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423923000586
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.167.229, on 14 Oct 2024 at 22:15:33, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0008423923000586
https://www.cambridge.org/core


comparison, the second most prevalent sub-characteristic (the anchoring of inter-
pretations of political events, issues and developments to individual persons—for
instance, politicians—rather than through reference to broader frames of reference,
perspective, or social relevance) was present in just over 19 per cent of cases, while
the third most prevalent sub-characteristic (the celebrification of politics and pol-
iticians) was present in approximately 13 per cent of cases. As such, our findings
suggest that the two first framing techniques served together to shift substantive
discussions of policy debates and the context of political issues and events toward
personalized frames of reference focused on individual politicians, their strategies,
looks and feelings, and their place and role within the broader electoral landscape
and competition.

6.2 Sensationalization

The second component of our tripartite definition of infotainment—sensationaliza-
tion—also played an important, but not dominant, role in Canadian newspapers’
infotainment style, being moderately to strongly present (a rating of 3–5 on the
Sensationalization Scale) in just over 40 per cent of all news items. To better under-
stand how this characteristic functioned, we also coded for the presence/absence of
the five sub-characteristics discussed in section 4.1. Figure 5 summarizes our find-
ings—revealing that the bulk of sensationalization is driven by two main sub-
characteristics: the presentation of sensational political conflict (present in 36.6
per cent of all cases) and sensational narratives and emotional primers (present
in 30.1 per cent of all cases). That said, the sensational presentation of scandal is
also a relatively frequent sub-characteristic, with evidence of such characteristics
found in roughly one-fifth of coverage (present in 19.8 per cent of cases).

Two further findings are perhaps also worth noting. First, in terms of any dif-
ferences between the three publications studied, we were surprised to find that,

Figure 4 Personalization sub-characteristics
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in contrast to the results for all of the other characteristics where Postmedia news-
papers rated consistently higher than both the Globe and Mail and the Toronto
Star, we found that the Toronto Star used sensational narrative structures/emo-
tional appeals significantly more than the Postmedia newspapers (39.4 per cent
to 29.8 per cent) and presented conflict in a sensationalized manner roughly equally
frequently to the Postmedia newspapers (38.4 per cent to 40.1 per cent). This raises
interesting questions for further investigation.

Second, although we don’t have space to discuss it at length here, it is perhaps
worth noting that based on our qualitative reading of the data, the sensational cov-
erage of scandal might be viewed to play a more important role than a purely quan-
titative analysis of frequency might suggest. Namely, scandals were invoked (and
often reiterated) not only throughout the election campaign but also more generally
within the infotainment style in ways that arguably formed a key meta-narrative
within the overall political coverage. In particular, sensational coverage of scandals
usually occurred in articles that also tended to lack informative and substantive
details on broader policy, social, political and economic issues and perspectives.
This, in turn, meant that the focus on, and repetition of, coverage of scandals
(and those involved in them) became the primary contextualizing frames for
these articles’ coverage of the election campaign and rendered any discussion of
the more substantive contents of the campaign virtually invisible. As such, even
though the prevalence of the characteristic of sensationalism is roughly the same
as personalization, we believe it might play a more important role than its mere
frequency would suggest.

6.3 Decontextualization

Finally, there is the characteristic of decontextualization. Before we discuss the sub-
characteristics of decontextualization, it is important to note that although we treat

Figure 5 Sensationalization sub-characteristics
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decontextualization as its own characteristic, it is also inextricably woven into the
other dimensions of infotainment. This is because our findings revealed that decon-
textualization is not only an overarching and complex component of the infotain-
ment format in CEL newspapers’ election coverage but also, ultimately, the most
fundamental component of it.

What do we mean by this? Partially we mean it in the straightforward sense of
acknowledging that, as noted above, the specific characteristic and sub-
characteristics of decontextualization are the most frequently present of all the
main and sub-characteristics: it was moderately to strongly present (a rating of
3–5 on the Decontextualization Scale) in 52.3 per cent of all news items, while
being totally absent (a rating of 1 on the Decontextualization Scale) in only 35
per cent of all news items—a much lower proportion than the other two.

However, by calling it the most “fundamental” component of infotainment, we
also want to underscore the fact that many of the sub-characteristics of the other
two characteristics (for example, personalized information and context, as well as
sensational frames, narratives, language and primers) almost inevitably function to
displace and replace substantive and contextualizing information on concrete politi-
cal issues, debates, and so forth. In this sense, even when there are no other specific
sub-characteristics of decontextualization at play, the infotainment characteristics of
personalization and sensationalization work to decontextualize news coverage.
Understanding this, then, is crucial to understanding how infotainment works.

Returning to the question of the driving sub-characteristics of decontextualiza-
tion (Figure 6), we find both some interesting overall findings and some significant
nuance between the different newspapers.

In this figure, we can clearly see the prevalence of the techniques of representing
politics through the use of unanchored episodic framing (47.8 per cent) and the
lens of politics as a strategic game (37 per cent). However, the fact that more
than 25 per cent of specific decontextualization instances result from the inclusion

Figure 6 Decontextualization sub-characteristics
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of unsupported opinion and speculation (a proportion that was relatively consistent
across all publications)—and that over 20 per cent of news items even in hard news
political reporting include ambiguous information without any identifiable effort to
clarify it—is quite remarkable and reminds us that questions of misleading perspec-
tives or “disinformation” are not simply limited to social media, nor the media
spheres in other countries, and thus merit broader explorations within legacy
media.

Furthermore, it is also notable that Postmedia newspapers rated significantly
higher than their competitors on the Decontextualization Scale overall (with
Postmedia having a significantly higher proportion of articles rated a 4 or 5 than
the two other papers8) and had a higher level of a number of the sub-characteristics
(particularly strategic game framing, at 43.7 per cent; episodic framing, at 64 per
cent; and ambiguity, at 27.4 per cent).

Finally, it is worth highlighting that these findings are also relevant in relation to
RQ2 (regarding whether an infotainment style can coexist with other styles, namely
the Golden Age style). For while it is not difficult to imagine how the two other
characteristics of infotainment might, in theory, be capable of coexisting with
some types of Golden Age style analysis, by its very nature, decontextualization
implies the absence of the type of substantive and contextual information and anal-
ysis that is both central to the Golden Age style and, arguably, must be present to
allow readers to make their own informed analysis of political developments,
debates, issues, policies, and so on. The very strong presence of decontextualization,
then, might also help explain the stylistic distribution we found in section 5.2. For if
decontextualization is at the heart of the infotainment style in Canadian political
hard news, and it is fundamentally incompatible with the Golden Age style, this
might partially explain why there is virtually no overlap of strong infotainment
style characteristics with strong Golden Age style characteristics (although it
would, of course, require more research to fully validate this hypothesis).

7. Conclusions
Although media, journalism and communication scholars have conceptualized and
empirically researched the phenomenon of infotainment for decades—and despite
significant evidence suggesting the impact that the nature of media coverage can
have on influencing elections, propagating mis/disinformation and shaping other
politically relevant issues and events—political scientists have largely failed to
examine the presence of infotainment in, and its relevance to, contemporary poli-
tics. In this context, the goal of this study was threefold: (1) to offer a robust def-
inition of infotainment that incorporated the main features that have been
employed in the existing literature; (2) to develop a systematic and rigorous method
that operationalized this definition; and (3) to use this definition and methodology
to measure the presence, intensity and nature of infotainment in Canadian political
hard news coverage.

The first notable contribution of this article, then, is related to our first two
goals. For by outlining a clear, strongly justified and fully operationalizable concep-
tualization and definition of infotainment, as well as developing a rigorous method
of measuring the presence and nature of infotainment, we have created a theoretical
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framework and methodological approach that both we and other scholars can use
to investigate infotainment within and beyond Canada.

The second notable contribution of this article is its empirical findings regarding
the presence, intensity and nature of infotainment in political hard news in
Canadian newspapers. Some of the most important empirical findings are as
follows:

• In contrast to the (still common) belief that hard news remains largely struc-
tured by the Golden Age standard (which, by its very definition, excludes info-
tainment characteristics), we found that more than half of all hard news
articles we examined showed clear evidence of substantial infotainment
traits—with more than 51 per cent of all articles demonstrating moderate to
very strong presence of infotainment characteristics (a rating of 3–5 on the
Infotainment Scale) and with 42 per cent of all articles demonstrating strong
to very strong presence of infotainment characteristics (a rating of 4 or 5).
These results clearly establish that the infotainment style was a significant and
widespread feature of the political hard news coverage in our dataset—and far
exceeded what we (and most other observers) would have expected to find.

• At the same time, we also found that despite some observers’ contention that
all news coverage has become nothing but infotainment, a very significant per-
centage (48.7 per cent) of the news articles in our dataset embodied few to no
infotainment characteristics—with approximately 38 per cent showing no evi-
dence of infotainment (rating 1) and another 10 per cent only showing evi-
dence of few infotainment characteristics (rating 2). These results mean that
while infotainment was a significant and widespread style used in contempo-
rary hard news coverage, it is certainly not the only style employed in hard
news coverage in Canada.

• At a more detailed level, we found that while two main characteristics of info-
tainment were roughly equally present (with personalization being moderately
to strongly present in approximately 38 per cent, and with sensationalization
being moderately to strongly present in approximately 40 per cent of all news
items), the characteristic of decontextualization was the most prevalent (being
moderately to strongly present in more than 52 per cent of all news items). We
also noted that for a variety of qualitative reasons, the characteristic of decon-
textualization (and possibly sensationalization) might be even more impactful
and important than the quantitative prevalence alone would suggest.

• Our analysis of the sub-characteristics also resulted in a number of interesting
findings, including (most notably) the surprisingly strong prevalence of the
use of unsupported opinion/speculation and ambiguous information, as well
as the use of episodic and strategic game framing.

• Finally, our analysis showed very clearly that while it is theoretically possible
for infotainment and Golden Age stylistic characteristics to coexist in the same
news article, the vast majority of articles in our dataset were dominated by one
style, with the other being almost entirely excluded. The only cases, moreover,
in which both significant infotainment and Golden Age style characteristics
coexisted were articles where the presence of both styles was rated as “moder-
ate.” Both of these findings reinforce the same relationship; however, in our
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dataset, the stronger the intensity of infotainment, the weaker the intensity of
the Golden Age style (and vice versa).

We believe that these conclusive findings are important in their own right, as
they address an important gap in the existing literature by offering a snapshot of
the prevalence and nature of infotainment (and the Golden Age style) in a
media format (hard news in CEL newspapers) covering an important political
event (the 2019 federal election) in Canada. However, we also believe that our find-
ings suggest other important and broader implications, hypotheses and questions.
For example:

• On a methodological level, we believe that our approach offers a strong overall
methodological foundation for exploring the phenomenon of infotainment in
many other media/contexts (even if the specific methodological tools and
dataset choices would need to be adapted to those specific media/format/lin-
guistic contexts).

• Given that our dataset included the most widely read and agenda-setting
newspaper publications in Canada and embodied significant regional and
ideological diversity/mainstream representativity, we believe that it is quite
plausible to hypothesize that our major findings are not unique to the 2019
election, the newspapers examined, the newspaper sphere by and large, or
even to hard news coverage itself.

• In contrast, we believe that our major findings regarding the prevalence and
nature of infotainment would likely be replicated (or strengthened) in future
studies of hard news political coverage in other major (English-language)
broadsheet newspapers in Canada.

• Similarly, given what the existing literature suggests about the higher levels of
infotainment in other genres and formats, we would hypothesize that future
studies would likely find an even stronger presence of infotainment character-
istics in other newspaper genres (for instance, op eds, columnists, soft news,
non-news genres that touch on politics) and other media formats (such as tab-
loid newspapers, TV, radio, social media).

While these hypotheses suggest a variety of avenues for future infotainment
research, our findings also raise a host of other empirical questions about which
our study does not provide hypotheses. For example, would our findings be repli-
cated in the hard news coverage in French (as well as other non-English) language
newspapers? Would the level of the political issue (municipal, provincial, national,
international) have any impact on the prevalence of infotainment? Would we find
different dynamics outside of an electoral campaign?

Our findings also raise some significant normative questions. The idea that free
and well-functioning political debate is a critical component of democracy has been
at the heart of almost all conceptions of democracy since ancient Greece. During
the twentieth century in particular, political journalism became one of the key
mechanisms ensuring that citizens have access to the type of information and anal-
ysis that are viewed as necessary for citizens to develop the informed opinions that
democracies require to remain healthy and functional. While the onus for ensuring
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that citizens are, in fact, well informed cannot fall entirely on the news media, this
responsibility is nonetheless still generally regarded as intrinsic to the medium
itself. In this context, if even the most traditional of political hard news coverage
today not only frequently employs infotainment stylistic characteristics but also
employs them largely to the exclusion of those of the Golden Age style, this raises
a variety of questions about the potential impact of this style not only on the con-
crete outcomes of specific contemporary electoral contests but also on the broader
nature of contemporary democratic deliberation, its civic role and, perhaps, the
privileged role of journalism within our democratic institutions.

Finally, one significant question for political scientists concerns the degree to
which contemporary political actors may be altering their core substantive content
(for example, policy preferences; legislative tactics and strategies; philosophical and
ideological principles; ethical commitments and standards; outreach, recruiting and
mobilization techniques; and so on) to better accommodate the infotainment style
that increasingly bears the hallmark of a dominant media culture or logic. Scholars
have suggested that the ways that different media structure their communications
(for example, the repeated and predictable use of certain formats, styles and logics
in communicating their stories, information, and so on) accumulate to produce a
broad set of stylistic rules (or media culture) to which other institutions (including
political parties and political journalists) increasingly adapt (Altheide 2004: 294). In
fact, Sampert et al. (2014) have argued that there is strong evidence that Canadian
political actors are increasingly adapting/tailoring the development and communi-
cation of their political perspectives and policies to better accommodate the dictates
of the media formats, genres, and so on, of the prevalent media logic/culture. If
these perspectives are accurate, then our findings suggest that we may be facing a
situation in which not only the strategic electoral campaign choices of political
actors (for example, what issues to prioritize during the campaign, how to commu-
nicate their policies) but also their core commitments (for example, policies, values,
goals) are being increasingly influenced (whether consciously or semiconsciously)
by judgments about the degree to which they can be easily communicated and per-
formed within an infotainment style.

All of these are important and pressing questions. As such, we hope that by
revealing the degree to which infotainment characterizes even the hard news cov-
erage of Canadian politics, our work will encourage additional study and evaluation
of this phenomenon in Canada and beyond.

Supplementary Material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0008423923000586
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Notes
1 Yellow journalism is a term often used to describe the style of newspaper coverage among much of the
nineteenth-century penny press, which was characterized by “sensationalist and scandalous reporting, often
tinged with staged events or half-truths” (Thussu, 2007: ch. 1).
2 Our full conceptualization of infotainment also includes a fourth main characteristic focused on format
elements—something more directly relevant to televised/broadcast media and analyses of visual
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components of print coverage. Since this study focuses solely on textual versions of newspaper articles, we
did not include the format characteristic in the definition here.
3 In our study, in order to ensure consistency of interpretation, a single researcher analyzed and coded
every news item in the entire dataset.
4 Note: due to space constraints, we will primarily focus on the results of our quantitative analysis in this
article and leave a detailed and descriptive discussion of certain more qualitative findings for a future
article.
5 Please note: because the National Post, Montreal Gazette, Calgary Herald and Vancouver Sun are all pub-
lished by Postmedia and often share articles, our macro-analyses grouped these papers together under the
Postmedia title—meaning that our findings are generally broken down into three categories: Toronto Star,
Globe and Mail and Postmedia.
6 A detailed figure of collection numbers for each newspaper can be found in the online appendix.
7 Note: these characteristics are not mutually exclusive—thus the same article could receive the highest
rating for all three, if all three characteristics were highly prevalent.
8 These numbers were 23.6 per cent and 28.3 per cent, respectively, compared to 15.4 per cent and 17.9 per
cent for the Globe and Mail and 17.9 per cent and 13.9 per cent for Toronto Star.
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