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This election campaign was not only the longest in mod-
ern Canadian history, it was arguably the one with the 
fewest journalists held captive on leaders’ tours since the 
days before campaign trains. Nowhere was the revolu-
tion in election campaign coverage more apparent than 
in the convergence between traditional and social media 
organizations—a development veteran news executive 
Catherine Cano says provided audiences with unprec-
edented coverage.

B ack in late July, during a dis- 
 cussion on election planning,  
 I received a strong hint from a 
Conservative source that I should take 
my vacation sooner rather than later. 
What? I was about to leave on a long-
planned week with my family. I went 
quickly from disbelief to dismay—I 
was going to be in real trouble.   

No one, including me, wanted to 
believe this campaign would start 
in mid-summer. Suddenly, we—the 

Radio-Canada news anchor Céline Galipeau on the set of Le Téléjournal. Catherine Cano writes the network’s news audiences have actually been 
growing, despite incursions by new media. Radio-Canada photo
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media, were scrambling, figuring out 
how to cover an eleven-week cam-
paign on a five-week budget. 

Some of us were already planning 
to do things differently this time. 
We wanted to cover the issues that 
matter to Canadians rather than the 
horse race. We wanted to provide 
better analysis and understanding of 
the offer.  We wanted to reach out to 
a broader audience, and hear what 
they had to say.

For many years, the media have as-
signed reporters to follow the lead-
ers—on buses and planes, wherever 
they chose to go—at a mounting 
cost. Not this time—a major depar-
ture from past practice. Early on, 
and mostly by choice, most media 
outlets decided to join the leaders’ 
tours only for a few weeks of the cam-
paign. Some of them did not at all. 
This time, we challenged ourselves 
to break free from the staged, highly 
controlled, low-risk events organized 
for the leaders of the three parties as-
piring to power. These events were 
still very much about control and 
avoiding surprises, ensuring that 
spontaneous moments would be rare. 

The media focus on issues that 
emerged on and off the trail made 
sure the parties and leaders were ac-
countable. There was no concerted 
effort but most media decided to 
spend more time in the field, closer to 
people, and to capture what mattered 
and resonated most for them. Engag-
ing with Canadians had to become 
our priority in reality and virtually. 

“Who would like a selfie with me—
I’ve got a few minutes?” asked Justin 
Trudeau, appearing spontaneous. But 
this was not just a question out of the 
blue. At each campaign stop, the Lib-
eral leader asked to schedule time for 
selfies with people. He would handle 
the phone and press the button him-
self. He had mastered the technique 
perfectly, never missing a great shot. 

This may sound like a cute and unim-
portant anecdote, but it was actually 
pretty savvy. Hundreds of those pho-
tos and videos have been posted on 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Vine 
and other social networks, spread-
ing virally. This was evidence of a 
campaign that understood the power 
of social media, the strategic impor-
tance of engaging with voters, and 
how to use it. 

As social media has changed the way 
political parties reach out, it has also 
changed the way of covering the news. 
For most media organizations, it was 
time to understand the opportunity to 
cover election campaigns differently.

This historically long campaign 
would be even more challenging. 
Would Canadians care in the sum-
mer? How would we reach them and 
where? How could we stay relevant 
in an era of information overload? 
How can traditional news organiza-
tions stay in the game in this increas-
ingly digital world where politicians 
can speak directly to people?  

The answer to the first question came 
quickly and powerfully. At first, Ca-
nadians did not pay much attention. 
But then came the biggest story with 
the most influence on the Canadian 

campaign. Few media organizations 
had people on the ground before the 
famous picture of baby Alan lying on 
the beach. But the whole world was 
aware of the migrant crisis—and so 
were we. Through hundreds of wit-
nesses and migrants themselves, we 
had access to photos and videos of 
courage and despair. If there is one 
story that consolidated the power of 
social media this year, this is the one.  

T he migrants’ story had a huge  
 impact, as it created a state  
 of virtual panic here in Canada. 
It demonstrated a major divide among 
parties and forced a questioning of 
Canadian values. The debate moved 
from opening our doors to more peo-
ple from Syria and Iraq, to the issue 
of security and the right to wear the 
niqab at citizenship ceremonies. The 
online conversation became unstop-
pable, and the information exchange 
became an avalanche—almost out of 
control, and potentially dangerous.

The volumes reached the point where 
traditional news organizations could 
not keep up; so much information 
needed to be filtered and validated. 

More and more, we discount what 
many call the traditional or main-
stream media. There are reasons for 
this. More people than ever—not 
just young people—get their news 
from Facebook and Twitter, which 
are becoming increasingly inter-
generational. There were 23 million 
conversations related to the election 
this time. Political platforms have 
been announced on Facebook and 
leaders take questions directly from 
Canadians via social media, giving 
these platforms instant credibility. 
There is no doubt that Facebook has 

This time, we challenged ourselves to break free 
from the staged, highly controlled, low-risk events 

organized for the leaders of the three parties aspiring to 
power. These events were still very much about control and 
avoiding surprises, ensuring that spontaneous moments 
would be rare.  

As social media has 
changed the way 

political parties reach out, 
it has also changed the 
way of covering the news. 
For most media 
organizations, it was time 
to understand the 
opportunity to cover 
election campaigns 
differently.  
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become the must-read platform as 
the engagement reaches an unprec-
edented level. 

T his is part of the story. Admit- 
 tedly, social media took the  
 lead in the Canadian cam-
paign. But there is also no doubt that 
the so-called “traditional media” have 
redefined themselves and moved to 
include all forms of digital media in 
their coverage. The approach was 
three-pronged.

First and foremost, while so much 
information has been initiated and 
shared on social media, it was im-
perative both to report the facts and 
to provide solid analysis and expla-
nations of the key issues. Second, we 
had to ensure that our content was 
accessible on all platforms and adapt-
ed to each specific audience; thirdly, 
we had to create a space to engage di-
rectly with Canadians where they are. 

This election brought fact-checking 
to the fore—certainly the most pop-
ular feature with all audiences, no 
matter where they were getting their 
news. Radio-Canada first introduced 
a segment called “reality check” in 
the 2004 federal campaign. It was 
a huge hit, and still is. Today, most 
news organizations have one form or 
another of reality check, such as the 
Canadian Press’s “Baloney Metre”. In 
fact, it is so effective that the parties 
have started their own, competing di-
rectly with the media. For example, 
during the debates, political parties 

were checking their opponents’ state-
ments in real time, ready to post a 
counterattack. Elizabeth May had 
videotaped comments to be pushed 
on Twitter—a strategy that reached 
thousands of people and ensured that 
the Green Party was not left out. 

The biggest challenge for news orga-
nizations is that news consumers are 
not all moving towards digital plat-
forms—at least, not yet. In fact, they 
use many platforms at different times 
during the day. Television and radio, 
for instance, still attract a large audi-
ence. At Radio-Canada, we have not 
only maintained our market share, 
we have increased it. To stay rele-
vant to that audience, our newscast 
has become a hybrid, providing the 
major news stories with more depth 
and context. During the day, people 
want to know what happened; in the 
evening, they want to know why it 
happened. To that end, we presented 
five special editions of the Téléjournal 
with Céline Galipeau on the state of 
Canada. The first 10 minutes were 
the top news stories and the next 25 
a more in-depth look at one issue. It 
paid off. 

There is no doubt that news organi-
zations understand the power of so-
cial media like Facebook, search en-
gines like Google and video-sharing 
websites like YouTube. Most media 
pushed their breaking news and orig-
inal content on-line and onto social 

media during the campaign. We also 
saw more data journalism providing 
audiences with interactive tools. 

In turn, the digital leaders are highly 
interested in news media content and 
this election saw new partnerships. 
Radio-Canada and CTV had an agree-
ment with Facebook, looking at quan-
titative data and seeing trends across 
the country. CBC News joined Google 
to create a page where users can pin 
themselves on a map and tell others 
why voting is important to them and 
challenge friends to “pledge to vote”.  
In an effort to hear the voices of the 
two million new young voters, Radio-
Canada invited them to talk about the 
issues important to them and ask the 
candidates questions in a 15-second 
video on Instagram. 

CBC and Radio-Canada innovated in 
more ways than one. Vote Compass 
was a very popular on-line tool used 
by more than 1.5 million Canadians 
to compare their views to the posi-
tions of Canada`s major parties on the 
issues. But the biggest digital success 
came with Elect R and Résultats 2015, 
which was the one-stop destination 
for Radio-Canada and CBC News elec-
tion night coverage. The goal was to 
let Canadians customize their own 
election night with favourite ridings 
and candidates to follow, watch-
ing or listening to live TV and radio 
broadcasts, getting photos, stories 
and breaking news as well as all the 
results—a one-of-a-kind experience.

There is no doubt that this elec-
tion campaign has seen a change in 
the way media create and distribute 
their content. So yes, the media are 
re-inventing themselves and no, not 
as quickly as they should. But it is 
important to remember that while 
most news organizations have fewer 
resources, they are producing more 
content than ever to meet the needs 
of multiple audiences across multiple 
platforms.    
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video-sharing websites like 
YouTube. Most media 
pushed their breaking news 
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line and onto social media 
during the campaign.  
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discount what many 

call the traditional or 
mainstream media. There 
are reasons for this. More 
people than ever—not just 
young people—get their 
news from Facebook and 
Twitter, which are becoming 
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