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Abstract 
 

 

This research explores whether changes in New Zealand media coverage of election campaigns 

add support to a thesis that we have moved into a post-truth environment, considered as a retreat 

from policy discussion and factual verification.  Changes in newspaper coverage of election 

campaigns in New Zealand were studied in order to assess this possibility.  Newspapers were 

selected as the media of choice, as a benchmark or barometer of journalistic quality, with a 

focus on coverage of the 2008 and 2017 elections.  The approach combined quantitative, 

qualitative, and discourse analysis.  Relevant literature regarding post-truth politics was 

sourced from a range of fields in order to synthesise an original framework to analyse how 

elections are covered by the media.  A methodology was developed that analysed changes in 

quantity of election reporting, and placement of branding of election stories, types of election 

coverage, and how the media dealt with claims made by politicians.  The analysis was applied 

to coverage in the New Zealand Herald, the Dominion Post, and the Otago Daily Times, from 

Writ Day to the day before the election.  The research found that there was a significant decline 

between 2008 and 2017 in election coverage.  There were also a number of relevant changes 

in the placement and branding of election stories.  The types of election coverage that were 

reported shifted from an approach balancing policy and non-policy in 2008, to more of a non-

policy focus in 2017.  Where journalists and commentators in 2008 fact-checked and used 

evidence, a judgment or a counterclaim to deal with claims made by politicians, in 2017 claims 

were more likely to be reported without any such responses.  Based on these results, this 

research argues that the changes in election coverage from 2008 to 2017 add support to a thesis 

that we have moved into a post-truth environment.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction:  
Setting the Scene 

 

 

“In this era of post-truth politics, an unhesitating liar can be king. The more 
brazen his dishonesty, the less he minds being caught with his pants on fire, 
the more he can prosper. And those pedants still hung up on facts and 
evidence and all that boring stuff are left for dust, their boots barely laced 
while the lie has spread halfway around the world.”1 

- Jonathan Freedland, 2016 

 

 

The nature of politics and political discourse has changed in recent years, particularly with the 

arrival and rapid development of new media technology, and the notion of so-called “fake 

news.”  Since 2016, fake news has become a means of promoting ones argument by asserting 

something to be true, despite little to no supporting evidence in its favour.  The explosion of 

headlines such as “Pope Francis Shocks World, Endorses Donald Trump for President,” and 

“FBI Agent Suspected in Hillary Email Leaks Found Dead in Apparent Murder-Suicide” were 

false and yet pervasive.  Of course, misinformation, lies, deceit and spin have been around 

forever.  Yet, the emergence of fake news in politics has led many to question the impact this 

information is having on voters.  In the Trump and Brexit era, the media faces a profound 

challenge in addressing the issues that stem from fake news, alternative facts, widespread 

misinformation and false equivalence.  The existence of truth in politics has been a recurring 

theme in recent years, alongside a considerable decline in the trust of traditional news 

organisations.  The current environment has most recently been described as the phenomenon 

that is post-truth politics, referring to an era where, amongst other things, policy discussion and 

factual verification is no longer essential.  It also encompasses situations where the truth of the 

statement comes second to the emotional effect it has on its audience.  

 

 
1 Jonathan Freedland, “Post-truth politicians such as Donald Trump and Boris Johnson are no joke,” The 
Guardian, last modified May 13, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/may/13/boris-
johnson-donald-trump-post-truth-politician. 
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Academic literature on post-truth politics is most often focused on the United States of America, 

which is not surprising, given the nature of its political discourse in recent years.  The 

underlying question this thesis seeks to answer, however, is whether the concept of post-truth 

politics is pervasive enough to have reached a country like New Zealand.  To do this, it is first 

necessary to address the emergence of post-truth politics generally, and its place in society 

today. 

 

 

Background 

First coined in 2010, in the context of American climate change policy, David Roberts 

described post-truth politics as an environment ‘in which politics (public opinion and media 

narratives) have become almost entirely disconnected from policy (the substance of legislation)’ 

and, ultimately, from evidence-based policy discussion and factual verification.2  Alarmed at 

the cost of any serious attempt to reduce carbon emissions, Republicans cast doubt by stressing 

uncertainty in the underlying science, challenging scientists and experts in order to make the 

truth and relevant facts seem unclear and distant.  Furthermore, with Republicans criticising 

any Democratic climate change proposal with what Roberts viewed as ‘total, unremitting, 

hysterical oppositionalism’ in order to exploit an emotional response, he lamented that any 

expectation of reasoned legislative compromise had all but diminished.3   

 

In the nine years since Roberts first uttered the term post-truth politics, the environment has 

continued to change and develop at a rapid pace.  It now seems to matter little whether claims 

in support of or opposition to a particular policy or position have a foundation based on 

evidence or truth.  Equally so, discussion on policy in general appears to be on the decline.  

Instead, it is argued that we are witnessing the replacement of evidence-based approaches to 

policy in favour of approaches to policy based on emotion and how they appear to the public.  

Where pragmatism once prevailed, emoting to the public while offering them ambiguous 

responses to their concerns is the new norm.   

 

 
2 David Roberts, “Post-truth politics,” Grist, last modified April 1, 2010, https://grist.org/article/2010-03-30-
post-truth-politics/.  
3 David Roberts, “Policy in an age of post-truth politics,” Grist, last modified April 28, 2011, 
https://grist.org/politics/2011-04-28-policy-in-an-age-of-post-truth-politics/. 
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The role that the media plays in post-truth politics society is increasingly becoming the subject 

of scholarly debate, particularly during an election.  If, in a democracy, we believe that 

elections are important, then so too is the media coverage of the campaign leading up to them.  

The decisions voters make are significantly influenced by the communication and information 

presented by the mainstream, traditional media, and in a world of Donald Trump and easily 

distributed fake news, a change in the way election campaigns are covered could be detrimental 

to democracy in a post-truth politics environment.   

 

Many questions still remain as to the ideal relationship between politicians and the media 

during campaigns.  In the case of newspapers, should journalists and commentators be simply 

reporting speeches and policy verbatim, or should they be providing analysis on them?  If 

analysis is made, should it be with or without bias and judgment?  Furthermore, given the 

balancing act needed between democratic ideals and economic responsibilities, to what extent 

must the media inform audiences as opposed to entertaining them?4   

 

Despite differing opinions about the extent to which, the media do have a responsibility to 

inform voters, particularly during an election campaign.  However, if we are living in a post-

truth politics environment, is the media adapting and existing within it in a way that is 

contributing to a retreat from policy discussion and factual verification?  Such an assessment 

can be made by first comparing the amount of coverage of elections “then” (before post-truth 

politics) and “now” (during post-truth politics), and also comparing where this coverage is 

placed.  The types of coverage can be measured by evaluating whether there are indeed reported 

shifts from policy coverage to non-policy coverage.  An investigation into how the media deals 

with and assesses claims made by politicians can signal and indicate the way in which the 

media views its responsibility to accurately inform voters of true or false information.  This 

thesis seeks to do this. 

 

 
 

 

 
4 Geoffrey Craig, Janine Hayward, and Chris Rudd, “Conclusion: Don’t shoot the messenger?” in Informing 
Voters? Politics, Media and the New Zealand Election 2008, eds. Chris Rudd, Janine Hayward and Geoffrey 
Craig (Auckland: Pearson, 2009): 142. 
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The field and value of this research 

Because the post-truth politics environment – defined in this thesis as a retreat from policy 

discussion and factual verification – is a recent observation, the literature on it is so far limited.  

Studies on the concept itself, therefore, are scarce, particularly in regards to election campaigns, 

although the available literature that assisted in shaping this thesis is reviewed in Chapter Two.  

There is, of course, a vast amount of literature and research on discourse and content quality 

generally, including media framing and the way elections are presented.  This has yet to be 

placed in the context of post-truth politics, however, including the changes in election coverage 

itself, and the changes in the amount of policy-based stories.   

 

Another major gap this thesis seeks to fill, and where a new framework had to be developed, 

is the assessment of how the media deals with claims made by politicians, particularly during 

an election campaign.  Only one study was identified that had similar research intentions as 

this thesis. This was by Mark Coddington, Logan Molyneux and Regina G. Lawrence, who 

undertook a content analysis of political journalists and their Twitter discourse in 2014.5  The 

study examined the degree to which fact-checking techniques were used by journalists on 

Twitter, and the way in which they adhered to the practices of objectivity, resulting in a 

typology or framework that proved instrumental in the development of an original framework 

for this thesis.  This original framework offers a way to analyse how the media, in particular, 

newspapers, deal with claims made by politicians. 

 

A further gap this thesis seeks to fill is the scholarship on elections in a New Zealand context, 

the method for which is addressed in Chapter Three.  There is no shortage of literature on the 

state of overseas elections, particularly in Europe and the United States of America, much of 

which is valuable but does not provide a great deal of insight into how they might fit in a post-

truth politics environment.  However, the coverage of New Zealand election campaigns 

generally is limited, and what is available is usually a comparison of television and print, with 

a focus on media bias and tone.  Scholars such as Babak Bahador and Mark Boyd have analysed 

the 2008, 2011 and 2014 campaigns, and Chris Rudd and Janine Hayward have looked at 

newspaper coverage of the 2008 election also.  However, aside from general literature on the 

media and political coverage, there is little else available in terms of election coverage.  Such 

 
5 Mark Coddinton, Logan Molyneux, and Regina G. Lawrence, “Fact Checking the Campaign: How Political 
Reporters Use Twitter to Set the Record Straight (or Not),” The International Journal of Press/Politics 19, no. 4 
(October 2014), https://doiorg.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1177/1940161214540942.  
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analysis is vital because of the importance elections hold in New Zealand society, and the 

impact a post-truth politics environment could have on them if the media succumbs to the 

pressures that exist within that environment.  This thesis will, therefore, attempt to both 

reinforce the existing work on New Zealand media and elections by drawing upon it in the 

literature review, while also contributing to the literature on post-truth politics in the research 

chapters. 

 

 

Research purpose 

This thesis explores whether changes in New Zealand media coverage of election campaigns 

add support to a thesis that we have moved into a post-truth politics environment.  For the 

purposes of this research, post-truth politics is considered a retreat from policy discussion and 

factual verification.   

 

RQ: Does change in New Zealand media coverage of election campaigns add support to a thesis 

that we have moved into a post-truth politics environment? 

 

As previously mentioned, post-truth politics is a relatively new concept.  It is one, however, 

that is gaining recognition at pace, not only from academics, but from the media and society in 

general.  If we are to co-exist in such an environment, it is first necessary to establish whether 

we have indeed moved into it, as this thesis seeks to assist in, particularly within a New Zealand 

context where the literature is limited. 

 

The prospect of living in a post-truth politics environment has a number of implications.  First 

and foremost, one must consider how democracy can triumph in such a society.  The news 

media plays a significant role in influencing and shaping political discourse in the public sphere, 

and strong standards of journalism are essential in light of the evolving media landscape.  This 

is particularly pertinent during an election campaign, where voters should be appropriately and 

adequately informed in order to make educated decisions.  

 

In order to assess this possibility, changes in newspaper coverage of elections were studied, 

specifically the New Zealand Herald, the Dominion Post and the Otago Daily Times.  

Newspapers were selected as the choice of media as a benchmark or barometer of journalistic 

quality.  Such a study could be applied to other industries including television or social media, 
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but this approach was viewed as impractical for this thesis.  Newspapers are also seen as the 

epitome of journalism, and thus the ideal form of journalism to best address the research 

question.  

 

This thesis focused on New Zealand’s 2008 and 2017 elections.  The 2008 election was selected 

because of its placement in what is considered an environment prior to the existence of post-

truth politics.  The 2017 election was selected because it is considered to have taken place in 

the context of post-truth politics.  These elections were also chosen because they were both 

polarising and exciting, with dominant leaders and a range of possible outcomes; this set them 

apart from the preceding and, in the case of 2008, succeeding elections.  

 

The purpose of this research is not to establish if New Zealand has moved into a post-truth 

politics environment, because the study alone cannot prove such a point.  It can, however, 

contribute to the hypothesis that New Zealand has moved into a post-truth environment, 

particularly during an election campaign in which media coverage has retreated from policy 

discussion and factual verification. 

 

 

Thesis structure 

There are seven chapters in this thesis.  Chapter Two offers a detailed review of the literature 

that was explored in order to synthesise an original framework to analyse how elections are 

covered.  It first examines and presents a range of historical, philosophical and theoretical ideas 

and arguments regarding the concept of truth, post-truth and post-truth politics.  Literature on 

the role of the media in a post-truth environment is then presented, including the expectations 

and assumptions of the media, and the implications it might have on an election campaign.   

 

Chapter Three presents a comprehensive overview of the methods that were used in Chapters 

Four, Five and Six to complete this research.  Given the relatively new origins of post-truth 

politics as a concept, and the gap in the literature, this study adopts a combined approach, using 

quantitative, qualitative and discourse analysis.  This approach ensures a valuable contribution 

can be made to the current literature to increase the understanding and knowledge of how 

election campaigns are covered by the New Zealand media in a post-truth environment. 
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Chapter Four details the application of the initial framework to the New Zealand Herald, the 

Dominion Post, and the Otago Daily Times.  Using a quantitative analysis, the changes in the 

quantity of election coverage and the placement of election stories between 2008 and 2017 was 

analysed.  This is referred to as Stage One of the research. 

 

Chapter Five used the preliminary data from Chapter Four as the sample to which the 

framework is applied.  A qualitative analysis was used to analyse the types of election coverage 

that the 2008 and 2017 elections received.  This is referred to as Stage Two of the research. 

 

Chapter Six is the final stage of research, and used the preliminary data from Chapter Four that 

was also used in Chapter Five.  Using a discourse analysis, the framework was applied to 

analyse how the media dealt with claims made by politicians during the 2008 and 2017 

elections.  This is referred to as Stage Three of the research. 

 

Chapter Seven discusses the conclusions of this research.  It finds that there was a significant 

decline between 2008 and 2017 in the quantity of election coverage.  There was also a number 

of relevant changes in the placement of election-related stories.  The types of election coverage 

that were reported shifted from an approach balancing policy and non-policy in 2008, to more 

of a non-policy focus in 2017.  Where journalists and commentators in 2008 fact-checked and 

used evidence, judgments and counterclaims to deal with claims made by politicians, in 2017 

claims were more likely to be reported without any such responses.  Based on these results, 

this research argues that the changes in election coverage from 2008 to 2017 add support to a 

thesis that we have moved into a post-truth environment. 



8 
 

 

  



9 
 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Post-Truth Politics and the Media:  
Surveying the Field 

 

 

The following chapter will survey the literature that engages with post-truth politics.  Academic 

literature regarding politics and the media is many and varied, but the recent arrival of the 

concept of post-truth politics means it is in its early stages of scholarly focus and study.  In 

order to understand the current thought underpinning post-truth politics, a brief background on 

the scholarly debate surrounding truth itself is first addressed, before moving on to the literature 

that reviews post-truth and post-truth politics.  The first section draws upon philosophical, 

theoretical and historical ideas regarding truth and post-truth.  Then, the relatively new 

phenomenon of post-truth politics is addressed, employing recent scholarly literature and 

debate.  Finally, the media’s relationship to post-truth politics is examined.  This section 

observes assumptions and expectations of the role of the media within this new post-truth 

political system, and the implications the changes that have accompanied this shift might have 

on election campaigns.  It also delves into a deeper analysis of newspapers and their role in 

New Zealand in order to have a greater understanding in the subsequent chapters. 

 

 

Truth and post-truth 

On a linguistic level, the term post-truth politics would seem to indicate that we are now living 

beyond truth, or that there used to be truth prior to today.  Thus, in order to suggest a previous 

state before post-truth politics there must be a presumption that a universally understood 

concept of truth has previously existed.  Certainly, history would suggest that a fixed truth has 

occurred in, for example, institutions such as the Catholic Church (when it was the primary 

authority at the height of its power), which provided a truth and forced it upon its people.  

However, these fixed truths often fail to maintain their power, which suggests that the concept 

of what came before post-truth politics is not as self-evident as the name would suggest.  

Because post-truth politics discourse centres around ‘truth,’ it is first necessary to understand 

some of the theories that lay claim to it, of which there are many.   
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As a general idea, truth is best understood as reality or fact.  In a more modern context, it is 

broadened to mean truth to self, or truth to authenticity, with a sense of falsehood being the 

opposite of this truth.6  It is viewed as the pillar of many industries, such as law and science, 

where its nature is assumed rather than explicitly made the subject of conversation, but also in 

occupations such as journalism where its presence has always been trusted to exist.  It can be 

viewed not only as an agreement with fact, but also an acknowledgement of the qualities that 

accompany truth, such as trust, honesty and veracity.7 

 

The correspondence theory of truth is seen by some academics as the leading contender on 

truth, which states that x is true and only if x is the case.  Narrowly speaking, it is the view that 

truth is correspondence to, or with, a fact.  It is more broadly applied to the view that truth 

consists in relation to reality.8  The theory is often criticised by academics because it cannot be 

used to explain all truths.  Richard Rorty, for example, finds this view problematic because 

there is no way to ascertain whether x is the case outside of contextually-rooted practices.  

However, in resisting the urge to label truth as a relative concept, Rorty argues there are only 

limited uses of the word true, those being in cases of commendation, caution, and disquotation.9  

David Lewis argues that the topic of truth is generally presented as a contest between several 

rival theories of truth, and the correspondence theory isn’t one of them. 10   Instead, the 

coherence theory, the redundancy theory, the pragmatic theory, and the epistemic theory are 

the only genuine rivals, despite Marian David maintaining that the correspondence theory is 

aptly summarised by the phrase ‘truth is correspondence to fact,’ and thus the best definition 

of truth as a concept.11 

 

Furthermore, where some see truth as an accessible and fixed presence – a positivist perspective 

– others see it as something that can be constructed, which allows for not just one but a variety 

 
6 Erin Meyers, “’Can You Handle My Truth?’: Authenticity and Celebrity Star Image,” Journal of Popular 
Culture 42, no. 5 (October 2009): 896, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1111/j.1540-
5931.2009.00713.x. 
7 Earl Babbie, “Truth, Objectivity and Agreement,” in The Production of Reality: essays and readings on social 
interactions, ed. Jodi O’Brien (California: Pine Forge Press, 2011): 35-36. 
8 Joseph Ratner, “The Correspondence Theory of Truth,” The Journal of Philosophy 32, no. 32 (March 1935): 
141-152, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.2307/2016040. 
9 Joshua Forstenzer, “Something Has Cracked: Post-Truth Politics and Richard Rorty’s Postmodernist 
Bourgeois Liberalism,” (paper, Ash Center Occasional Papers, Ash Centre for Democratic Governance and 
Innovation, Harvard Kennedy School, July 2018): 10. 
10 David Lewis, “Forget about the ‘correspondence theory of truth,’ Analysis 61, no. 4 (October 2001): 275, 
https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1093/analys/61.4.275. 
11 Marian David, “Don’t Forget About the Correspondence Theory of Truth,” Australasian Journal of 
Philosophy 82, no. 1 (March 2004): 42, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1080/713659802. 
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of truths to exist – a relativist perspective.  Positivist theory states that certain knowledge is 

based on natural phenomena, and can only be derived and produced from sensory experience.  

This does not mean that theological views or metaphysics is rejected, but that these theories 

and beliefs are simply not or less positive.  Therefore, mathematics would be the most positive 

of all the sciences and social sciences the least.12  Raymond Williams offers a relativist account 

of social constructivism.  Williams contends that, in contrast to positivism, everything around 

us, including our truth and reality, is socially constructed.  Technology is a dominant aspect of 

post-truth politics discourse, as is discussed later in this chapter, and yet William argues against 

the idea that technology is the catalyst behind societal and cultural change or development.  

Instead, he argues that social, political and economic factors are more dominant influences in 

the shaping of reality than the ‘technological deterministic’ idea.13  Thus, one’s perception of 

truth is subjective, depending, for example, on their cultural or social environment, the political 

system in which they live, their profession, or the news they watch and read.  This logic, 

therefore, presumes that no two people’s realities can ever be the same.  Such views of truth 

indicates that post-truth politics discourse cannot simply come down to terms such as ‘fake’ or 

‘real,’ or ‘true’ or ‘false,’ and further analysis is necessary.   

 

Michel Foucault demonstrates that the relationship between truth and discourse is 

complicated.14  In social theory, discourse and ideology are sometimes used interchangeably.15  

However, Foucault argues that discourse is distinctive from ideology because the latter makes 

a distinction between statements about the world, whether true or false, and that facts assist in 

determining what is true and what is false.  However, Foucault also contends that statements 

about the political, social and moral world are never simply true or false, and that facts do not 

allow us to definitively decide about their truth or falsehood, in part because facts can be 

constructed in different ways.  Thus, the very language we use to describe the supposed facts 

interferes in deciding what is true and false.  For example, values can start entering descriptions 

and statements are assigned an ideological dimension that did not previously exist.16  Stuart 

Hall raises the issue of power in these discourses, ‘since it is power, rather than facts about 

 
12 Jorge Larrain, The Concept of Ideology (London: Hutchinson, 1979): 197. 
13 Raymond Williams, Television, Technology and Cultural Form (London: Fontana, 1974): 132-134. 
14 Michel Foucault, “Truth and Power,” in Power: Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, ed. James D. 
Faubion (New York: The New Press, 2001): 111-132. 
15 Trevor Purvis and Alan Hunt, “Discourse, Ideology, Discourse, Ideology, Discourse, Ideology…” The British 
Journal of Sociology 44, no. 3 (September 1993): 473-474, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.2307/591813.  
16 Foucault, “Truth and Power,” 111-132. 
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reality which makes things “true,”’ suggesting that those who produce the discourse have the 

power to enforce its validity and status.17  John B. Thompson also argues that a collection of 

subconscious beliefs, motivations and goals held by individuals, groups or societies can be 

misleading or one-sided, and the possible power relations that are produced from this are 

discourses of truth.18 

 

Thus, philosophers have wrestled with the concept of truth discourse for years.  However, for 

the purposes of this thesis and the following sections in this chapter, truth is defined as that 

which is in accordance with fact or reality. 

 

Many philosophers have identified relativism, constructivism and post-modernism as the 

theoretical roots that enabled post-truth to emerge.  Relativism, for example, says there are 

ways about thinking of truth that are not the same as our own, and thus, since everything is 

relative, there is no such thing as the truth – an assumption that has found a connection with 

post-truth.  Much of the literature that covers post-truth argues that the concept rejects the idea 

of absolute truth that is assumed, for example, in the correspondence theory of truth.  A. C. 

Grayling argues that such a view is unsustainable in a post-truth context because ultimately, 

our view on truth ‘comes down to variation, not deep difference.’19  Constructivism assumes 

that a number of cultural, social and historical factors have shaped post-truth.20  This reflects 

Thomas Kuhn’s theory of paradigms, which points to the idea of people living in a paradigm 

they are unaware of, but in which they have constructed a worldview and reality where absolute 

truth is rejected.  They are instead replaced by the idea that knowledge is based on context, and 

that truth can be construed because truth is not about that which is empirically verifiable but 

about what people feel is true.21  Therefore, truth can be invented, which becomes part of the 

public discourse in a post-truth environment.   

 

 
17 Stuart Hall, “The West and the Rest: Discourse and Power,” in Formations of modernity, ed. Bram Gieben 
(Cambridge: Policy Press in association with Blackwell and the Open University, 1992): 202-203. 
18 John B. Thompson, Ideology and Modern Culture: Critical Social Theory in the Era of Mass Communication 
(Cambridge: Policy Press, 1990): p. introduction. 
19 A.C. Grayling, “An interview with A. C. Grayling: Nicola Walker talks with A. C. Grayling, a leading 
philosopher, about his influences, his thoughts on the existence of God and his opinions of other philosophers,” 
interview by Nicola Walker, RS Review 4, no. 3 (April 2008). 
20 Johannes Angermuller, “Truth after post-truth: for a Strong Programme in Discourse Studies,” Palgrave 
Communications 4, no.1 (March 2018): 2-6, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1057/s41599-018-0080-
1. 
21 Thomas Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution – Planetary Astronomy in the Development of Western Thought 
(Mississippi: Harvard University Press, 1985). 
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The concept of post-truth itself is decades old, thought to have been first used in this context 

in a 1992 essay by playwright Steve Tesich, who bemoaned that ‘we, as a free people, have 

freely decided that we want to live in some post-truth world.’22  Tesich described a syndrome 

where citizens chose to avoid truth in politics because of truth’s association with bad news, 

signalling then-recent coverage of the Vietnam War, the Iran-Contra scandal, and the 

Watergate scandal, among others.  He argues that the American people were presented, by the 

media, information that was contradicted by the narrative that the political leaders were 

offering, something they were aware of but chose to ignore.23 

 

This, of course, does not mean that the notion or practice of post-truth did not exist prior to this.  

Steve Fuller suggests that both Plato and the Sophists can be reasonably viewed as post-truth 

thinkers in orientation, concerned less with the truth itself than with the construction of truth, 

and the conditions that make truth possible.  Both saw politics as a game – Plato, a game of 

skill and the Sophists, a game of chance.24  However, Tina Besley, Michael Peters, and Sharon 

Rider reason that, given no account of the historical development towards a recognisable 

conception of truth is universally accepted, it would be problematic to suggest such 

philosophers engaged in post-truth as we know it to be in its current form.25  With this in mind, 

it is necessary to leave behind the history of truth and theory of knowledge, and reasonably 

assume that the way in which we understand post-truth presently is as a product, and in the 

context of, the modern age. 

 

More recent concepts of post-truth can be traced back to the broader social critiques of 

deception and dishonesty by Ralph Keyes.  Keyes argues that where there was once a clear and 

distinct boundary line between truth and lies, now deception has become a modern way of life.  

As such, the post-truth era is one where honesty and truth are no longer absolutes, but fluid 

concepts that have profound consequences on public discourse, media, politics and society in 

general.26    

 

 
22 Steve Tesich, “A Government of Lies,” The Nation 254, no. 1 (January 1992): 13. 
23 Tesich, “A Government of Lies,” 12-14. 
24 Steve Fuller, “The Post-Truth About Philosophy and Rhetoric,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 50, no. 4 (November 
2017): 473-476, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.5325/philrhet.50.4.0473. 
25 Tina Besley, Michael Peters, and Sharon Rider, “Afterword: Viral Modernity. From Postmodernism to Post-
truth?” in Post-Truth, Fake News: Viral Modernity & Higher Education, eds. Michael A. Peters, Sharon Rider, 
Mats Hyvönen, and Tina Besley (Singapore: Springer, 2008: 219. 
26 Ralph Keyes, The Post-Truth Era (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2004). 
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Until 2016, the concept of post-truth was left relatively dormant, and thus the post-truth era 

Tesich – and even Keyes – left behind is a vastly different one to our own contemporary period.  

The current post-truth world avoids information while offering up many truths.  The 

controversial United States presidential election and the divisive referendum on Brexit resulted 

in peaking levels of interest in the concept of truth and politics, particularly among the media.  

The immense awareness of the factors that were dominant in these two events led to Oxford 

Dictionaries declaring post-truth as word of the year, defining it as ‘circumstances in which 

objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and 

personal belief.’27  Post-truth summed up many of the recursive aspects that were described in 

much of the media coverage of these events, and it has become particularly dominant as a 

concept in public discourse since.   

 

 

The transition to post-truth politics 

The critiques that Keyes engaged in, in 2004, appear to be the first attempt at critically 

explaining the concepts that, more recently, underpin post-truth politics. 28   Shortly after, 

however, but more than a decade after the first known use of the term post-truth, comedian 

Stephen Colbert used the word ‘truthiness’ to refer to statements people feel to be intuitively 

true, irrespective of whether or not they are backed up by fact.29  Journalists William Davies 

and Katherine Viner expand this further, arguing that what the public feel has now become 

more important than what the experts say are the facts.30  It was not until 2010, however, that 

the first known use of the term post-truth politics was used by David Roberts. 

 

Because of the limited literature that engages with post-truth politics (due to its relatively new 

arrival on the academic scene as a concept), there is yet to be an adequate, universal definition 

of it, although all available scholarship on the subject tends to agree the term itself took flight 

 
27 “Word of the Year 2016,” English Oxford Living Dictionaries, accessed May 9, 2019, 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/word-of-the-year/word-of-the-year-2016. 
28 Jonathan Hopkin and Ben Rosamond, “Post-truth Politics, Bullshit and Bad Ideas: ‘Deficit Fetishism’ in the 
UK,” New Political Economy 23, no. 6 (November 2018), 641, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1080/13563467.2017.1373757. 
29 “The Word – Truthiness,” The Colbert Report, last modified October 17, 2005, http://www.cc.com/video-
clips/63ite2/the-colbert-report-the-word---truthiness. 
30 William Davies, “The Age of Post-Truth Politics,” The New York Times, last modified August 24, 2016, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/24/opinion/campaign-stops/the-age-of-post-truth-politics.html. 
Katherine Viner, “How technology disrupted the truth,” The Guardian, last modified July 12 2016, 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/jul/12/how-technology-disrupted-the-truth/. 
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in 2016.31   Extending the term “post-truth” to include “politics” may have once sufficed, but 

as the following will detail, it encompasses a great deal more than just “beyond truth” in politics, 

as the name might suggest.   

 

It would, of course, be disingenuous to think that politics and truthfulness have ever been 

synonymous or in harmony with each other.  Manipulating and manufacturing information for 

political gain or to achieve a political goal is in itself nothing new, in the same way deception 

in politics is not a new invention – dishonesty in politics is not a new phenomenon.  It is, 

therefore, tempting for some to dismiss the recent political post-truth politics era as a myth, and 

just another term for lying.  Indeed, there are a number of commentators who disagree with 

Roberts’ assessment of post-truth politics, if not its entire existence.  Journalist Ian Hislop 

surmises that we have been living in such an era for at least 70 years if we take into account 

George Orwell’s writing.  Orwell’s contention was that ‘political chaos is connected with the 

decay of language,’ with Hislop furthering this by arguing that the modern intolerance of 

dissent about what objective truth might be is only a development of the Orwellian age.32  

Businessman George Gillet suggests that the term post-truth risks losing its meaning if 

overused, as it mistakenly conflates ethical and empirical judgments, and is actually a 

revolution against ‘expert economic opinion [that] had become a surrogate for values-based 

political judgments.’33  Journalist Toby Young called the term ‘cliché,’ stating that ‘we are all 

post-truthers and probably always have been.’34 

 

Scholar Balázs Böcskei also criticises the concept of post-truth politics, because the term itself 

presupposes that it is (or was) possible to have consensus on what facts are in politics in the 

first place.   He argues that, through the case of Brexit, we have identified the ‘fundamental 

nature of politics that there is no such thing as an irrefutable fact’ that simply exists in only one 

way.35  Thus, instead of post-Brexit indicating the beginning of a new era, it has instead simply 

shed light on an environment that has always existed.  Political philosopher Roger Scruton has 

 
31 Stewart Lockie, “Post-truth politics and the social sciences,” Environmental Sociology 3, no. 1 (January 
2017): 1, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1080/23251042.2016.1273444. 
32 Ian Hislop, “Drowning in filth: Post-truth politics and the age of outrage,” New Statesman, last modified 
December 2, 2016, https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2016/12/age-outrage. 
33 George Gillet, “The myth of post-truth politics,” George Gillet, last modified April 20, 2017, 
https://georgegillett.com/2017/04/20/the-myth-of-post-truth-politics/. 
34 Toby Young, “The truth about post-truth politics,” Spectator, last modified July 16, 2016, 
https://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/07/the-truth-about-post-truth-politics/. 
35 Balázs Böcskei, ““Post-truth politics” as the normal state of politics,” Tamara Journal of Critical 
Organisation Inquiry 15, no. 3-4 (Fall 2017): 258. 
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criticised the idea of post-truth politics broadly, arguing that journalists and politicians have 

always lied, and ‘only deluded academics and Donald Trump see no distinction between fact 

and fabrication.’36   

 

Despite different perceptions of, or opposition to, post-truth politics, most would accept that 

some sort of change is indeed occurring, particularly with the retreat from policy discussion 

and factual verification as the most salient piece of evidence.  There is an understanding that 

lying is not the same as, or equal to, not telling the whole truth, and that while politicians may 

have always had a precarious relationship with truth in some way or another, the way in which 

the use of truth is now being engaged is as an electoral strategy.  However, despite this 

agreement, there is a need for further systematic research, rather than journalistic and anecdotal 

evidence, to shed light on the subject.  

 

 

Post-truth politics in an age of Donald Trump  

Punditry on post-truth politics is now often accompanied with a photo of President Donald 

Trump.  As previously discussed, few would dispute that many politicians in the past (both 

distant and recent) are likely to have lied or misrepresented the truth for political gain, or to 

achieve some personal agenda.  However, since 2016, it cannot be denied that there has been 

an explosion of “fake news,” “alternative facts,” and “viral untruths.”  Jonathon Rose argues 

that the tactics used during the 2016 United States presidential election and the “Vote Leave” 

campaign in the United Kingdom were arguably the catalyst behind the perceived deterioration 

of truth around the world, especially in the political arena, where both events ‘displayed 

substandard levels of factual accuracy.’37  Rose emphasises that this was very much a case of 

perception, however, and that Brexit only made people aware of an environment that already 

existed, but to a less extreme degree. 

 

Davies and Viner are among the first to have written detailed articles on the subject of post-

truth politics, particularly within the modern Trump and Brexit context.  Both discuss the 

commodification of facts through the use of platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, the rise 

 
36 Roger Scruton, “Post-truth? It’s pure nonsense,” Spectator, last modified June 10, 2017, 
https://www.spectator.co.uk/2017/06/post-truth-its-pure-nonsense/. 
37 Jonathan Rose, “Brexit, Trump, and Post-Truth Politics,” Public Integrity 19, no. 6 (November 2017): 556, 
https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1080/10999922.2017.1285540. 
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of populism and polarisation where articles appeal to the emotion of the voter, the use of facts 

as simply a rhetorical tool of debate, the trend of truthiness, the presentation of fiction as fact, 

and the transition from traditional mainstream media gatekeepers, to new – and distrusted – 

social media gatekeepers.38  The most distinctive feature of post-truth politics was once the 

primacy of emotion over hard and substantive information, and fact, although, given the pace 

at which the post-truth politics age is moving, this was not all that long ago.  Susana Salgado 

argues that appealing to the public’s emotion is central to politics, and so language is usually 

selected in order to ‘trigger emotional reactions; emotive, inflammatory, controversial 

sentences,’ ensuring the provocation of specific reactions.39   More recently, it is also argued 

that post-truth politics is now used to describe a new model of behaviour when someone – in 

particular, a politician – is caught lying.  Previously, when a politician was caught lying, they 

were expected to confess or change position.  Nowadays, a post-truth politician is unlikely to 

back away from any falsehood, with many doubling down instead.  Gleb Tsipursky, Fabio 

Votta, and Kathryn M. Roose argue that such a politician will attack those who identify their 

deceptions, which results in the undermining of public trust in the mainstream media and 

credible experts.40  This is best illustrated by a poll by Gallup, which found that Republican 

trust of the media fell from 32% in 2015 to 14% in 2016 as a result of Donald Trump labelling 

the mainstream media as “fake news” who distribute stories that are purposely false and 

defamatory.41   

 

None of this means that truth has simply ceased to exist.  Throughout history, conflicting 

accounts on a variety of subjects has always occurred, drawing attention to the fact that there 

have always been difficulties regarding the consensus about what truth is.  However, the issue 

post-truth politics raises is how the prioritisation of truth-seeking and the prioritisation of 

victory are balanced, rather than supposing whether people believe in truth or not.  On one side, 

there is good-faith disagreement where both sides are committed to truth-seeking, including 

openness to evidence and admitting correction.  On the other hand, there is an imperviousness 

to, or rejection of, such openness in favour of defeating an opponent by any means necessary 

 
38 Davies, “The Age of Post-Truth Politics,” and Viner, “How technology disrupted the truth.” 
39 Susana Salgado, “Online media impact on politics. Views on post-truth politics and post-postmodernism,” 
International Journal of Media & Cultural Politics 14, no. 3 (September 2018): 318, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1386/MACP.14.3.317_1. 
40 Gleb Tsipursky, Fabio Votta, and Kathyrn M. Roose, “Fighting Fake News and Post-Truth Politics with 
Behavioral Science: The Pro-Truth Pledge,” Behavior and Social Issues 27, no. 1 (2018): 48, 
https://doi.org/10.5210/bsi.v27i0.9127. 
41 Art Swift, “Americans’ trust in mass media sinks to new low,” Gallup, last modified September 4, 2016, 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/195542/americans-trust-mass-media-sinks-new-low.aspx. 
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in order to serve one’s interests and ends.  What distinguishes the past from the present, as will 

be discussed, is the relationship the media has with policy discussion and factual verification 

in a post-truth environment. 

 

 

Changes in the media 

As a primary source of modern political discourse, traditional news has developed an important 

function in both shaping public perception of what is true, and building public opinion.  It is 

understood and generally accepted that serious political journalism should consist of impartial 

and evidence-based analysis.  However, the way in which the media’s role has developed is, 

Thomas E. Patterson argues, to some extent a result of its eagerness to organise information in 

a way that is both profitable and interpretive.  He further suggests that interpretation and facts 

are now freely intermixed in news reporting, with the former providing the theme and the latter 

simply illuminating it.42  There are additional systematic problems of modern daily news 

outlined by Richard Sambrook, with its ‘notoriously poor memory [and] a brief attention span,’ 

which means that the media has become more proficient and willing to simply report on the 

simple narratives rather than the complex issues.43 

 

The printed page was originally the most common source of information and knowledge, 

delivered in a fixed format.  However, as the characteristics of media and truth have changed, 

so too has the temporality of the way the news is consumed.  The effectiveness of the traditional 

media as a check on power has diminished as a result of these changes, particularly in media 

technology, which has seen the reshaping of reality at a speed that has never been witnessed 

before.  Richard Kaplan details the changes that came with industrialisation, including 

improved rotary press machines and cheap newsprint, which allowed for a dramatically 

expanded reach by partisan newspapers, and a compromised media as a result.44  Equally, 

however, there was an increasing ability to check power with the growth of the sphere and its 

increasing ability to influence public opinion.  In the 1860s, New Zealand saw the founding of 

the New Zealand Herald and the Otago Daily Times due to the new markets that cheaper 

 
42 Thomas E. Patterson, “The News Media: An Effective Political Actor?” Political Communication 14, no. 4 
(October 1997): 451, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1080/105846097199245. 
43 Richard Sambrook, “Democracy Under Attack – How the Media Distort Policy and Politics,” Political 
Quarterly 84, no. 1 (January 2013): 165, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1111/j.1467-
923X.2013.2424_6.x. 
44 Richard L. Kaplan, Politics and the American Press: The Rise of Objectivity, 1865-1920 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002): 105-106. 
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production created, both of which are two of the newspapers this thesis focuses on.45  The 20th 

century saw the flourishment of television and radio, and their dominance within the realms of 

media worried observers who predicted that substantive policy information would be reduced 

to sound bites, and charismatic politicians would be favoured over those more capable, 

regardless of their abilities.  Fast-forward to the early 21st century, and a new set of concerns 

have emerged, particularly with the expansion of online news and, most recently, shifts towards 

social media, as noted by Hunt Allcott and Matthew Gentzkow.46  Coverage is also being 

increasingly driven by a 24-hour news cycle, with a constant need to supply and update stories, 

often at the expense of the quality of them.47 

 

As post-truth politics has expanded and taken on a broader meaning, many academics see its 

main actor as no longer limited to just the politician.  With the rapidly changing media 

environment, Mats Hyvönen argues that a new focus of post-truth politics has emerged: the 

media.48  Once, where falsehoods would have been consistently called out as such, one could 

now make suppositions about the current state of the refereeing structure that the mainstream 

media has always been a part of.  Of course, we cannot discount the entire media; many in the 

Fourth Estate are still a trusted part of the political system.  However, it is clear, as Besley et 

al. discuss, that the speed of, and access to, digital culture has added another dimension to post-

truth politics, made possible by drastic changes in the way knowledge reaches the public, and 

a loss of trust in institutions such as the traditional mainstream media.  This growing distrust 

of a ‘fragmented and polarised media,’ and the information offered up by it, has arguably 

fuelled the increase of social media as a perceived reliable news source, although such a 

causation could also work in the opposite direction.49 

 

The pervasiveness of social media and the impact of sharing misinformation has had an 

exponential effect on how information is perceived.  Hannah Marshall and Alena Drieschova 

demonstrate that the very nature and proliferation of social media networks, such as Facebook, 

 
45 Geoff Kemp, “Media History,” in Politics and the Media, eds. Geoff Kemp, Babak Bahador, Kate McMillan 
and Chris Rudd (Auckland: Auckland University Press: 2016), 31. 
46 Hunt Allcott, and Matthew Gentzkow, “Social Media and Fake News in the 2016 Election,” Journal of 
Economic Perspectives 31, no. 2 (Spring 2017): 211, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1257/jep.31.2.211. 
47 Gavin Ellis, “The Political Role of New Zealand Newspapers,” in Politics and the Media, eds. Geoff Kemp, 
Babak Bahador, Kate McMillan and Chris Rudd (Auckland: Auckland University Press: 2016), 251. 
48 Mats Hyvönen, “As a Matter of Fact: Journalism and Scholarship in the Post-truth Era,” in Post-Truth, Fake 
News: Viral Modernity & Higher Education, eds. Michael A. Peters et al. (Singapore: Springer, 2008): 122. 
49 Shanto Iyengar and Douglas S. Massey, “Scientific communication in a post-truth society,” PNAS 116, no. 16 
(November 2018): 7656, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1073/pnas.1805868115. 



20 
 

 

Twitter and Reddit, means that anyone can be a publisher, and the abundant nature of 

information depends not on how accurate it is but how often it is shared.50  This digital age also 

means that it is easier than ever to produce and publish information that is false, which is then 

shared quickly and often taken to be true.51  Algorithms on platforms such as Twitter and 

Facebook compound these problems further, Mario Haim, Andreas Graefe, and Hans-Bernd 

Brosius argue, by creating filter bubbles in which claims are often devoid of scrutiny, instead 

dominated by one political viewpoint.52  Users become trapped in echo chambers because 

‘individuals with shared interests are far more likely to find each other or converge around a 

source of information online than offline,’ meaning that confirmation bias occurs more easily.53  

A virtual reality is then created whereby views are reinforced in a social community that can 

often be more extensive than one’s real life network.  Indeed, a number of studies were 

undertaken subsequent to the 2016 presidential election that explored the relationship between 

real and fake news stories shared online.  One, for example, showed that in the three months 

leading up to the election, 156 false or misleading news stories received approximately 38 

million shares on Facebook – and this didn’t even include engagements with the stories, such 

as comments or reactions, which one would expect to be much higher.54   

 

 

The role of the media 

The traditional mainstream media still maintains a crucial connection to politics, in particular 

because of the role it plays in informing the public, conveying public sentiment, and fostering 

debate, particularly in regards to elections.  A number of roles for the media are distinguished 

by Geoff Kemp in relation to the public and democracy: informational, accountability 

deliberative, and representative, the initial two being the most relevant to post-truth politics.55  

The media, in its informational capacity, contributes by informing citizens of decisions taken 

by, and the opinions of, politicians.  This is particularly imperative during campaign periods, 

but, of course, extends beyond this rather short period of time every three years – in fact, 

 
50 Hannah Marshall and Alena Drieschova, “Post-Truth Politics in the UK’s Brexit Referendum,” New 
Perspectives 26, no. 3 (March 2018): 92. 
51 Besley, Peters, and Rider, “Afterword: Viral Modernity,” 218. 
52 Mario Haim, Andreas Graefe, and Hans-Bernd Brosius, “Burst of the Filter Bubble? Effects of 
personalization on the diversity of Google News,” Digital Journalism 6, no. 3 (March 2018): 330-331, 
https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1080/21670811.2017.1338145. 
53 “Yes, I’d lie to you,” The Economist, last modified September 10, 2016, 
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2016/09/10/yes-id-lie-to-you. 
54 Hunt Allcott, and Matthew Gentzkow, “Social Media and Fake News in the 2016 Election,” 212. 
55 Geoff Kemp, “Media, Politics and Democracy,” in Politics and the Media, eds. Geoff Kemp, Babak Bahador, 
Kate McMillan and Chris Rudd (Auckland: Auckland University Press: 2016), 5. 
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Geoffrey Craig, Janine Hayward, and Chris Rudd characterise modern politics as a ‘permanent 

campaign.’56  Beyond simply enlightening members of the public of the day-to-day regularities 

that come with politics, the mainstream media is expected to deliver information that is 

independent, instructive, free from partisanship that ignores veracity, and is truthful. In its 

accountability role, the media is expected to act as a watchdog that holds those most powerful 

in society to account.  In order to perform this role adequately, it must approach politics and its 

actors with a critical view, ensuring it both reports and analyses, while asking the difficult 

questions of those involved – and be willing to investigate and expose wrongdoing, as Kemp 

argues.57  With this in mind, the question of the mainstream media’s ability to do this in a post-

truth politics era arises. 

 

Dissemination of information has infringed upon the traditional media – newspapers, radio and 

television – and its role as a gatekeeper and mediator.  Weakened by advertising revenues and 

diminishing audiences, while attempting to keep up with the speed of online media, Marshall 

and Drieschova argue that the mainstream media has become part of the post-truth politics 

problem.58  It is noted that a frequent criticism of the media is that, in practice, what is actually 

considered its “normal business” is not the same as the aforementioned roles.  Rather, its 

existence in a commercial and competitive environment means that it must attract audiences in 

order to survive.  Instead of delivering informative political information, it reports on drama, 

celebrities, tragedies, or presents politics in an enjoyable way by focusing on sound bites and 

personalities.  Thus, audiences are treated as consumers or customers, rather than citizens.59  

Of course, audiences have the ability to be both, with an expectation that they can both receive 

serious and credible news, while at the same time having access to entertaining and human-

interest stories.  However, the role of the traditional media has always been, in theory, to 

provide information and news stories that best align with the principles that serve to inform the 

public interest. 

 

Further to the argument that the role of the mainstream media has been weakened by corporate 

interests, it is important to note that in New Zealand, as the country of focus in this thesis, the 

 
56 Geoffrey Craig, Janine Hayward, and Chris Rudd, “Introduction: Mediated Politics,” in Informing Voters? 
Politics, Media and the New Zealand Election 2008, eds. Chris Rudd, Janine Hayward and Geoffrey Craig 
(Auckland: Pearson, 2009): 1. 
57 Kemp, “Media, Politics and Democracy,” 13-17. 
58 Marshall and Drieschova, “Post-Truth Politics in the UK’s Brexit Referendum,” 92. 
59 Kemp, “Media, Politics and Democracy,” 13. 
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ownership of communication is concentrated in the hands of only a few private companies, the 

details of which are discussed more in Chapter Three.  Inevitably, this leads to concerns from 

some academics that biased or inadequate information is being, or will eventually be, reported 

to the public that relates to important public issues.60  Understandably, it is difficult to prove 

that owners of media companies influence the content of the news because it is not something 

that a person is ever likely to admit to.  Chris Rudd, however, points to a number of studies 

showing media owners have, in fact, shaped content beyond what would be considered 

coincidental, although these are not explored in this thesis.61 

 

Some, like Eric Alterman, argue that ultimately, the media has failed to justify its most essential 

purpose: ‘to ensure accountability for citizens and their leaders and to offer the kind of 

information necessary to help voters make an educated choice.’62  Of course, there are still 

many in the media who do hold politicians accountable and provide readers with an abundance 

of information, but it would be fair to assume that ‘the conduct of major protagonists in the 

media-political sphere’ has entered what Philip Schlesinger describes as an altered state.63  

Babak Bahador argues that the forces of professionalism and commercialisation means that the 

mainstream media in New Zealand is often pulled in opposite directions, most evident during 

election campaigns.  Professionalism is arguably the stabilising pillar of the Fourth Estate, with 

its purpose to promote democracy by presenting objective stories that are representative of the 

population while fulfilling its watchdog role of being a check on those in power. 64  In contrast, 

Hyvönen argues, commercialisation is highlighted by the 24-hour news cycle which demands 

never-ending political material, and the incessant need for ‘current, dramatic and sensational’ 

stories in order to maximise audience size.  These forces are constantly in conflict with one 

another, particularly in an era where professional and mainstream journalists holding the 

monopoly on news and its distribution is fast coming to an end – if it hasn’t already. It has also 

become evident to Hyvönen that the traditional mass media has ‘no given, timeless, role to play 

in society,’ and that, in order to ensure its survival, needs to live up to the civic values that it 

 
60 Chris Rudd, “Political Economy of the Media,” in Politics and the Media, eds. Geoff Kemp, Babak Bahador, 
Kate McMillan and Chris Rudd (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2016), 42. 
61 For example, M. Gilens and C. Hertman’s study on corporate ownership and news bias in 2000, and P. Farhi’s 
study on General Electric and federal taxes in 2011. 
62 Eric Alterman, “Campaign Trivia and Post-truth Politics: Media at work,” The Nation 295, no. 20 (November 
2012), 11.  
63 Philip Schlesinger, review of The Media and Public Life: A History, by John Nerone, Media, Culture & 
Society 39, no. 4 (May 2017): 603, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0163443717692858. 
64 Babak Bahador, “2008: Media coverage of the election,” in Key to Victory: The New Zealand General 
Election of 2008, eds. Stephen Levine and Nigel S. Roberts (Wellington: Victory University Press, 2010), 151. 
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pertains to hold: democracy and deliberation.65  Of course, in a post-truth politics environment 

where deliberation does not necessary mean the content is factual or truthful, some might argue 

that less deliberation might be more useful, for example, in the case of Brexit. 

 

It is these changes in the media environment – the increasing role of social media, the blurred 

role the mainstream media is trying to balance, and the rising lack of trust – that ‘have created 

a fertile ground for the flourishing of post-truth politics,’ Marshall and Drieschova argue.66 In 

response to this continued threat of post-truth politics, many overseas media – in particular, the 

United States of America – have even started to engage in the phenomenon and explosion of 

fact-checking, as demonstrated by Jayson Harsin.67  This fact-checking model of journalism, 

Michelle A. Amazeen concludes, is a result of concerns that traditional reporting is no longer 

fully able – or perhaps willing – to hold politicians accountable for the veracity of their 

claims. 68   Jürgen Habermas’ perspective of understanding assumes the mass media and 

political actors will sometimes cast doubt on other political actors and their claims or messages.  

In accordance with this, Roland Burkart and Uta Russmann seek to distinguish how these 

doubts are expressed, as follows: about intelligibility, about truth, about truthfulness, and about 

legitimacy.69  However, the difference between journalistic fact-checking and political fact-

checkers appears to be the way in which they adjudicate claims or factual disputes.  To cast 

doubt – for example, by making a counterclaim – is not sufficient if a judgment (about whether 

or not the claim is true or false) or evidence is not employed to either disprove or confirm the 

claim.  It is the presence of evidence, Dennis Pilon argues, that allows members of the public 

to make up their own mind.70 

 

Coddington et al. suggest that there are three basic elements involved in the fact-checking 

process: claims, evidence, and judgments.  First, to be considered a claim, it must be a verifiable 

statement, although for the purposes of this thesis, the definition of a claim has been expanded 

 
65 Hyvönen, “As a Matter of Fact: Journalism and Scholarship in the Post-truth Era,” 129. 
66 Marshall and Drieschova, “Post-Truth Politics in the UK’s Brexit Referendum,” 93. 
67 Jayson Harsin, “Regimes of Posttruth, Postpolitics, and Attention Economics,” Communication, Culture & 
Critique 8, no. 2 (June 2015): 328, https://doi.org/10.1111/cccr.12097. 
68 Michelle A. Amazeen, “Developing an Ad-Reporting Typology: A Network Analysis Approach to 
Newspaper and Fact-Checker Coverage of the 2008 Presidential Election,” Journalism & Mass Communication 
Quarterly 92, no. 3 (September 2015): 621, https://doi-org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1177/1077699015574099. 
69 Roland Burkart, and Uta Russmann, “Quality of Understanding in Campaign Communications of Political 
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(2016): 4147. 
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to mean a statement made by a politician that, in its reported form, asserted something to be 

true, either as fact or opinion.  Then, evidence that either verifies or nullifies the claim should 

be sought after and selected.  This should include a mixture of documents and expert 

information from nonpartisan sources and official government organisations.  Once the 

evidence has been interpreted, a judgment should be made based upon it.71  In the realm of 

political fact-checking websites, this typically includes a ranking or rating that conveys the 

organisation’s overall judgment about the claim.  For instance, PolitiFact’s Truth-O-Meter 

scale ranks claims from “true,” to “mostly false,” to “pants on fire.”72  This is not something 

one has explicitly seen in New Zealand newspapers as of yet, or in many overseas newspapers 

either.  Amanda Terkel, the politics managing editor at Huffington Post, elucidated to why this 

might be when she stated that ‘journalists are too squeamish about just saying a candidate is 

lying.” 73 

 

The extent to which journalists and commentators do engage in the fact-checking process that 

Coddington et al. have set out above is a question worthy of answer, particularly during a 

campaign when voters should be accurately informed before making a decision, which this 

thesis seeks to address.  If one believes that the most vital function of the press in a democratic 

society is to combat and correct misinformation, then such a process is to be desired.    In fact, 

with the numerous stories that do not constitute breaking news, fact-checking of claims within 

these stories should be considered a prerequisite, George Lăzăroiu argues.74  Furthermore, 

Jacob Rowbottom suggests that it should be a given that claims made by politicians should not 

merely be conveyed but subjected to investigation and scrutiny.75 
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oometer/article/2018/feb/12/principles-truth-o-meter-politifacts-methodology-
i/#How%20we%20choose%20claims. 
73 Helen Lewis, “Post-Truth Politics,” Nieman Reports, last modified November 18, 2016, 
https://niemanreports.org/articles/post-truth-politics/. 
74 George Lăzăroiu, “Post-truth and the Journalist’s Ethos” in Post-Truth, Fake News: Viral Modernity & 
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Election campaigns in a post-truth era 

At the heart of any democracy lies elections.  As much as politicians and leaders have power, 

so too do those who lead and shape discussion, and Craig et al. argue that it is the media who 

produce (or reproduce) the political messages that shape and connect with public opinion.76  

Such democracy should be enhanced by the traditional media by offering stories that are 

objective, balanced and informative regarding policies and parties.  However, taking into 

account the rapid changes the mainstream media is experiencing as discussed in previous 

sections, and the increased corporate control, it is suggested that the role the media plays in 

election campaigns is changing.  There are also issues, Alterman demonstrates, that are 

preventing the continuation of important media values that are ‘myriad and often difficult to 

disentangle,’ with the relentless focus on the surface aspects of the campaign being one of the 

most striking.77   

 

During the immediate lead up to the election, Alterman suggests that journalists have a 

superficial focus on “horse race” coverage, including the state of the polls, personality and 

character, and individual party campaigns, instead of stories of substance that cover more 

important topics such as policy and the issues most affecting voters.78  Understandably, it can 

be challenging to determine what exactly should or does constitute news during a campaign; 

gone are the days where it would be seen as a sequence of events, construed and packaged in 

an interesting and logical way that could be identified by the viewer as news.  Yet, during the 

campaign, media coverage will often sensationalise relatively minor events, which inevitably 

draws attention away from policy.  Candidates always have, and will continue, to use photo 

opportunities, advertising and marketing, sound bites, press releases, and a range of other tools 

to promote themselves and their party, to gain popularity.  Scandals, and especially gaffes, are 

also common in such a demanding environment, and in conjunction with polling and the horse 

race nature of campaigning, journalists seeking dramatic stories have ample opportunities on a 

daily basis.  These stories are often given priority, and as John Gastil suggests, with a clear 

narrative of ‘ritual drama,’ and strategy over substance.79  The extent to which this has changed 

in a post-truth era is examined in this thesis. 
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A number of early studies of United States presidential campaigns have observed the game 

frame, particularly the concentration of the horse race, which includes aspects of the election 

such as campaign strategies or opinion polls.80  Shanto Iyengar, Helmut Norpoth, and Kyu S. 

Hahn suggest that although it will come as no surprise that this concentration comes at the 

expense of meaningful information about policy, this was not always so.  Instead, the 

emergence of the horse race as one of the leading types of stories is a relatively new 

phenomenon, which arrived with television-based news.  News reports that concerned a 

candidate’s position on important topics and policy issues ‘held their own’ 30 years ago, but 

by 1992, Anderson and Thorson describe the pervasive themes of horse race and strategy 

analysis in election campaigns that had started to emerge.81  Similar trends were found in 

studies of the United Kingdom, and comparative studies of electoral and media development 

identified a continuum, beginning with coverage that had largely and uncritically reflected what 

politicians were saying through to more analytical coverage, and then to conventional and 

reactive coverage that simply treated elections like any other news.82 

 

A number of strong cognitive media effects have been identified over the last half century with 

respect to how people think, and what they think about.  The development of this research on 

media effects, such as agenda setting, priming, and framing, highlights that while impartiality 

and objectivity are the ideals that should guide journalists, they are difficult to achieve in 

practice, as Salgado argues. 83   The complexity of such journalistic objectivity, as Gaye 

Tuchman demonstrates, has long been acknowledged.  In the nineteenth century, however, 

journalists talked not about objectivity, but realism. The intrinsic value that underpins objective 

journalism was not abandoned over this period, but reporters eventually developed an 

awareness of their inevitable objectivity, motivating academics and professionals to research 

the relationship between impartiality and objectivity, and media effects.84 
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Agenda setting, for example, denotes the idea that the media plays a role in determining what 

people think about.  The more an election issue appears in the news, the more salient that topic 

appears to voters, and the more likely the public will recall facts or comments about that policy 

or individual.  An outcome of agenda setting is priming, which makes one issue more relevant 

or significant than others. This would be, for example, the state of the economy in 2008 or the 

prospect of a capital gains tax in 2017.  These issues are likely to be recalled more easily than 

others by voters, and the way in which the media has reported them could mean a party is 

perceived more or less favourably.  This results in politicians and parties attempting to 

influence the agenda of the media, often via claims they make that they endeavour to see used 

as soundbites.  Of course, argues Rudd, a person’s own experience can ‘amplify and 

sensationalise’ their reactions to a certain story, regardless of the way in which the media has 

framed or reported it.85  Equally so, there are certain voters with high degrees of political 

interest who will always have tribal loyalty to a party, unlikely to be swayed by the media.  

However, the vast majority of the population will rely, to some degree, on the media to shape 

the political issues and develop the criteria by which voters evaluate them.   

 

Domination of stories that lack substance is one of the most common criticisms of election 

coverage, suggest Richard Jenkins and Matthew Mendelsohn, by framing the campaign as an 

event to be covered instead of as a collective debate. 86   However, as Rowbottom notes, 

elections operate under time constraints in which citizens with varying degrees of interest and 

knowledge of politics make a choice among a limited number of parties and candidates, and 

are a process of mass participation.  Rowbottom argues that the media cannot be expected to 

turn every voter into an ‘ideal deliberator,’ and instead they use horse race and strategic frames 

to generate and maximise interest and participation.  He notes that this does not mean 

deliberation has no role in the electoral context, but that we should have a less demanding and 

more realistic standard of what the media provides, especially because the media are 

constrained by their own formats.87  
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Conversely, Bahador argues, it is during the campaign period that the media can support and 

enhance democracy the most by reporting on a range of nonpartisan and diverse range of issues, 

while at the same time offering complete accounts of the policy proposals and performance of 

those vying for power.88  Indeed, as Douglas Kellner declares, the media itself is expected to 

be an integral part of the political and democratic process, because ‘an informed electorate 

means an educated electorate.’89  Increasingly, however, concerns are raised about the role of 

the media in politics, and are becoming louder in regard to election campaigns, both generally 

and in scholarly debate. 

 

Politicians and candidates do, of course, engage the public in direct forms of political 

communication other than just via the media, such as through social media, advertising and 

public events or meetings.  However, it is usually because of the media that the ideas expressed 

in these direct forms of communication are then broadcast out to the wider public through the 

channels of the mainstream media, such as the 6 o’clock news or the daily morning newspaper.  

In such circumstances, while the media cannot provide the original receivers with a fact-check, 

they can ensure the statements of the politicians that they broadcast are accurate, and include 

corrections, if not.  

 

 

The role of newspapers 

From the time that the first printed newspaper graced New Zealand shores in 1840, the press 

viewed itself as the power that held the government to account.90  Gavin Ellis reminds us, 

however, that there are a number of international commentators and scholars that ‘lay serious 

charges over today’s portrayal of politics by newspapers,’ accusing them of trivialisation, 

sensationalisation, and personalisation.91  The question that seeks to be answered is whether 

that watchdog role has changed in New Zealand in light of post-truth politics, and if it has been 

a party to a retreat in policy discussion and factual verification in election campaigns. 

 

Newspapers no longer simply report on the affairs of the political arena; instead, they interpret, 

construe and comment.  With a growing emphasis on opinion pieces and analysis outside of 
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29 
 

 

the newspaper’s editorial ranks, there is more opportunity for commentators to provide their 

thoughts on matters ranging from policy to the wider political environment.  Despite this, there 

is often little time for actual in-depth investigation or analysis due to the need for immediate 

reporting of articles that will appear online, even if they do not appear in the newspaper until 

the following day.   

 

Speaking further to the overall commercialisation of the media, newspapers have been hit 

particularly hard, and their profitability has been significantly eroded, as reporter Andrea 

Vance notes.  Vance concedes that the media do have questions to answer, because ‘the media 

[is] under real financial pressure, and political reporting can tend to fall into a “he said, she 

said” style’ that only adds to the complexity of the policy the media reports.92   Faced with 

increasing competition from an ever-expanding digital media, the impacts of advertising, 

declining circulation numbers, and a fragmented audience, it would be understandable to call 

into question the influence and political function newspapers actually have in today’s age.  

Nevertheless, newspapers are still important and command a significant level of readership in 

New Zealand.  In time, printed daily newspapers will cease to exist, but readership will not, 

with the replacement of digital publications. 

 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the literature, arguments and various thought regarding the post-truth 

politics environment and how the media is placed within it, in order to assess whether changes 

in New Zealand media coverage of election campaigns has resulted in a retreat from policy 

discussion and factual verification in the following chapters.  The historical background of 

truth as a concept was explored, and the relationship it has with post-truth and post-truth 

politics.  The role of the media in a post-truth politics environment was then observed, in 

particular the expectations and assumptions of its role in this new era, and the implications of 

the changes the media is experiencing might have on election campaigns.  A brief analysis of 

New Zealand newspapers was also undertaken in order to lay the foundations of the research 

chapters in this thesis. 

 
92 Andrea Vance, “Is a ‘post-truth’ era upon us?” interview by Colin Peacock, RNZ, July 10, 2016, 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Testing the Press:  
Approach and Methodology 

 

 

The question this thesis seeks to address is whether changes in New Zealand media coverage 

of election campaigns add support to a thesis that we have moved into a post-truth environment.   

 

In order to answer this question, a methodology was required that analyses how elections are 

covered by the media.  This approach combined quantitative content analysis, qualitative 

content analysis, and discourse analysis, resulting in a multi-staged methodology.   This chapter 

will outline the methodology developed, with an initial introduction establishing the elections 

and media outlets chosen, before considering how the research methods were applied to this 

study.  It will also discuss the limitations of the research and possible directions for future study. 

 

RQ: Does change in New Zealand media coverage of election campaigns add support to a thesis 

that we have moved into a post-truth politics environment? 

 

 

Selection of New Zealand elections 

In order to address the research question, New Zealand’s 2008 and 2017 elections were selected 

as the elections to study.  As discussed in Chapter Two, if we are to assume that the post-truth 

politics era began shortly before it was identified as such in 2010, then the 2008 election can 

be considered as one that was placed prior to the emergence of post-truth politics.  Similarly, 

if post-truth politics accelerated following the United States presidential election and Brexit in 

2016, then the 2017 election would be considered to have taken place in a well-established 

post-truth politics era.  Both campaigns were also characterised by the theme or prospect of 

change, where the stakes were high; in an MMP environment, this meant that the outcome of 

both elections was never certain, unlike in 2005, 2011 or 2014 where the results were widely 

expected.  John Key (2008) and Jacinda Ardern (2017) were also very polarising but 

charismatic leaders of the main opposition party, which allowed for a more exciting campaign 

for the media. 
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Selection of newspapers 

To further address the research question, newspapers were selected as the outlet of the media 

to study.  Of the newspapers published in New Zealand, the New Zealand Herald, the Dominion 

Post, and the Otago Daily Times were selected for study, reasons for which are addressed 

shortly.  Only print versions of each newspaper were selected.  While, generally speaking, 

online readers would receive the exact same news as print readers, it was observed that online 

stories had been updated, corrected or even removed following their initial publication – 

something that is inapplicable to print news.  Therefore, the results discussed are limited only 

to the print editions of each newspaper in order to provide a stable sample for investigation.  

Printed newspaper is also seen as the definitive version by journalists, so despite increasing 

attention to digital versions of articles, print can be taken to represent what the media wants or 

intends to say. 

 

 

Research design 

A study was undertaken to collect and analyse data on the relationship between newspapers 

and election campaigns in New Zealand using a content analysis method.  Research took place 

in three main stages, involving differing modes of analysis.  Stage One involved a quantitative 

analysis that identified and collected the sample of stories that related to the election campaigns 

in 2008 and 2017.  Volume of coverage, and placement and branding of stories enabled 

comparisons to be made regarding changes in the quantity of election coverage, and on a week-

by-week basis.  The systematic approach in Stage One of quantifying and categorising these 

stories also allowed for the preliminary refining of data for the subsequent research in Stage 

Two and Stage Three.  Stage Two assessed the types of election coverage reported during each 

election campaign using a qualitative analysis.  Finally, using a discourse analysis, Stage Three 

identified claims made by politicians in each story, and analysed the way in which the author 

dealt with and responded to those claims. 
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Stage One: An Overview of Election Coverage 

A quantitative analysis was applied to three of the major metropolitan newspapers in New 

Zealand during the last four and a half weeks of the election campaign in both 2008 and 2017, 

analysing the quantity of election coverage each newspaper had, and the placement and 

branding of coverage.  Election coverage from the New Zealand Herald (Auckland), the 

Dominion Post (Wellington), and the Otago Daily Times (Dunedin) was selected.  In order to 

examine varied editorial perspectives, it was important to have a sample of newspapers that 

were owned by different publishing houses.  This ensured that the stories analysed were written 

by a range of journalists and commentators, rather than just a repeat of articles that are often 

shared between outlets.  For example, The Press (Christchurch) contains many of the same 

articles as the Dominion Post because they both owned by the same company.  

 

 

New Zealand’s media landscape 

New Zealand’s media landscape is dominated by just five companies, all of which are foreign 

owned.  In the print media, these are New Zealand Media and Entertainment (NZME) and Nine 

Entertainment Co. (Nine).  Radio is largely controlled by NZME and MediaWorks, while free-

to-air television is dominated by the government-run Television New Zealand (TVNZ) and 

MediaWorks, and satellite television market by Sky TV. 

 

The New Zealand Herald is owned by NZME, an investment company.  NZME was launched 

in 2014 as the result of a merger between The Radio Network (part of Australian Radio 

Network), and the New Zealand division of APN News and Media, and operates 80 brands 

including a number of national newspapers, while also controlling most of New Zealand’s 

radio.93  The Dominion Post was originally owned by Fairfax Media, before it merged with 

Nine in 2018, becoming Australia’s largest media company.  It is now owned by Stuff Limited 

(Stuff), a subsidiary of Nine, which is also an investment company.94  Together, NZME and 

Nine account for nearly 90% of New Zealand’s daily circulation of provincial and metropolitan 

newspapers.  The “financialisation” of these companies means that profit and revenue streams 

are important, with some questioning if this is at the expense of the quality of the news they 

 
93 “About Us,” NZME, accessed 27 July, 2019, https://www.nzme.co.nz/about-us/. 
94 “About Us,” Nine, accessed 27 July, 2019, https://www.nineentertainmentco.com.au/about-us. 
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produce.95  TVNZ is a state-owned television network, although it is fully commercially funded 

despite identifying as a national, part-public broadcaster.  The other two major companies, Sky 

TV and MediaWorks, are owned by private equity firms and lending banks.  The Otago Daily 

Times is owned by Allied Press Limited (Allied Press), the only New Zealand owned publisher 

in this study.  Based in the South Island, the media company interests include daily and 

community newspapers and regional television stations, although the Otago Daily Times is its 

flagship publication – the only independent and longest running morning newspaper in New 

Zealand.96   

 

 

Data sample selection 

The three chosen newspapers are three of the four most widely read in New Zealand. The Press 

(Christchurch) has larger circulation figures than the Otago Daily Times.  The Press, however, 

is also owned by Stuff, and thus would not have offered a varied editorial perspective as 

previously mentioned; analysing the significant number of articles that are replicated across 

both newspapers would have produced duplicated results, and thus a distorted analysis.  Total 

circulation figures across the three newspapers combined was 313,612 in 2008, and a much 

reduced 198,057 in 2017 (Table 3.1).97 

 

 

Table 3.1: Circulation and readership figures, 2008 and 2017. 

 Publisher Circulation + / - 
  2008 2017  
New Zealand Herald NZME 180,939 117.269 - 35.2% 
Dominion Post Stuff 92,005 48,092 - 47.7% 
Otago Daily Times Allied Press 40,668 32,696 - 19.6% 
Total - 313,612 198,057 - 36.8% 

 

 

 
95 Chris Rudd, “Political Economy of the Media,” 42. 
96 “Home,” Allied Press Limited, accessed 27 July, 2019, https://www.alliedpress.co.nz/. 
97 David Farrar, “Newspaper circulations fall again,” Kiwiblog, last modified November 28, 2017, 
https://www.kiwiblog.co.nz/2017/11/newspaper_circulations_fall_again.html. 
Note: Due to the difficulty in finding archives on past circulation figures, and the lack of response from The 
New Zealand Audit Bureau of Circulation Inc, and Roy Morgan, both of whom calculate readership figures, it 
was necessary to use the figures as provided for on Kiwiblog. 
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It is worthy to note the significant decrease in circulation figures prior to discussions regarding 

the findings in subsequent chapters.  With a combined drop of 36.8%, it is clear that print media 

– in this case, newspapers – is not as relevant as it once was, especially now with the ease at 

which the same information can be accessed online.  However, as discussed previously in this 

chapter, journalists and scholars see print media as the definitive version of newspapers, and 

thus online versions have not been included in this study.  The Dominion Post saw the most 

dramatic reduction of almost 50%, while the Otago Daily Times managed to maintain much of 

its readership with a smaller reduction of only 19.6%.  While this specific trend is not the focus 

of this research, it does provide some context for the purpose of this research which seeks to 

assess the possibility of declining information in a post-truth environment.  

 

Ellis questions whether declining circulation figures has seen the influence and political 

function of newspapers similarly diminish.  The answer is, presumably, yes, although the 

degree to which such influence has deteriorated is a matter for conjecture because there is no 

lone cause.  The available audience of the mainstream media has fragmented as the range of 

media outlets have grown, with none so much as print media suffering as a result, as it struggles 

to find competitive, online and digital strategies to reverse the damage of declining circulation 

figures.  Ellis argues there has been a change to the way journalism is approached as a result 

by the likes of the New Zealand Herald, with a senior political correspondent observing that 

political stories are unlikely to appear on the front page unless they have a human angle, with 

the Dominion Post quickly following suit.98 

 

The period of analysis was from ‘Writ Day’ – the official start of the campaign, announced by 

the Prime Minister of the day – to the day before Election Day.  In 2008, this was from 

Wednesday, 8 September to Friday, 7 October.  In 2017, this was from Wednesday, 23 August 

to Friday, 22 September.  This period covered 31 days over each campaign period.  As the New 

Zealand Herald is the only newspaper of the three that has a Sunday edition (Herald on Sunday), 

this was not included.  Taking this into account, 27 days total of each of the three publications 

were analysed in both 2008 and 2017.  It is recognised, however, that campaigning usually 

begins following the announcement of the election date, so there were likely campaign stories 

printed prior to Writ Day that have not been included in this research. 

 

 
98 Ellis, “The Political Role of New Zealand Newspapers,” 250-251. 
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Methodology 

A total of 1,615 stories were analysed.  Stories were selected if the dominant content was 

related to the upcoming election, including where more than half the story was related to 

election news, the election was indicated as the subject of the headline or introduction to the 

story, the story addressed an issue relevant to the campaign, or all of these.  Stories were taken 

from the entire newspaper, excluding letters to the editors or reader opinions that are usually 

found in the editorial section. For coding purposes, these sections were: the front page, politics 

section, news section, election feature, business section, and opinion/editorial section. 

 

In preparation for Stage Two of the research, each election story was counted as a unit of 

analysis (UOA).  There were two types of stories coded for: articles, and shorts.  Shorts were 

then coded as either a NIB (news in brief) or a campaign diary.  While shorts were usually a 

paragraph or brief summary of the campaign that did not have an attributed author, and were 

often a regular feature, there were clear distinctions between NIBs and campaign diaries, 

although they were similar in length and reporting style.  A NIB was considered a news report, 

while a campaign diary was a summary of events on the campaign trail.  Examples have been 

provided in the analysis in Chapter Four.  Shorts provided a view as to what was considered 

valuable to include by editors, which is why they have been included in the study, but their 

relatively small size compared to articles means they have been coded for and analysed 

separately.  When figures include articles and NIBs combined, they are referred to as stories.  

 

Analysis focused on the number of stories related to the election, rather than word count or 

physical size of the article, because length and size alone do not necessarily reflect discourse 

quality.  Focusing instead on the number of stories more accurately reflected the cognitive 

impact that election would have had on readers.  For example, a large quantity of stories related 

to Labour’s tax plan in 2017 was likely to have more of an impact on the reader than fewer, 

but visually bigger stories. 

 

The step-by-step process for Stage One is as follows: 
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Figure 3.1: Methodological approach to Stage One. 

Identify stories with dominant content 
related to the upcoming election 

 

Code as an article or a short 

 

If initially coded as a short, code as a NIB 
or campaign diary. 

 

Code for section of the newspaper. 

 

Analysis of  results 

 
 

 

Stage Two: Types of Media Coverage 

A qualitative analysis was applied to the New Zealand Herald, the Dominion Post, and the 

Otago Daily Times during the last four and a half weeks of the election campaign in both 2008 

and 2017, analysing the types of election coverage reported, specifically policy and non-policy 

coverage. 

 

 

Data sample selection 

The articles and shorts that formed the sample in Stage One of the study provided the sample 

for this second stage of research. 

 

 

Methodology 

Each of the 1,615 stories was coded for:  

1. Source; 

2. Date; 
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3. Section (selected from aforementioned six categories); 

4. Frame/Focus (policy or non-policy focus); and 

5. Subject Focus (selected from 26 policy categories); or  

6. Thematic Focus (selected from seven non-policy categories).  

 

 

If policy was the dominant focus of a story, it was coded as Policy Focus.  This meant that 

more than half of the story was related to policy, and included stories that stated policy details, 

gave an overview of policy announcements made by politicians or political parties, went into 

further analysis about the policy, and stories that comprised of discussions or arguments on 

policy issues between opposition politicians and members of the public.  When coding for 

Policy Focus, each UOA was only given one code to streamline results when translating them 

into percentages that equalled 100.  If a story covered more than one policy, it was coded as 

‘Mixed Policy’.   

 

While each party displayed their own policy headlines on their websites in clear and logical 

ways, it initially proved difficult to create a framework that amalgamated them accurately due 

to the different ways each party categorised them.  For example, the National Party had 36 

policy category headlines, the Labour Party had 32, and the Greens had 22.  Many of these 

were the same and overlapped, but equally as many were categorised as an individual policy 

in its own right by one party, but just a section or aspect of a broader policy by another party.  

This initially made it difficult to establish a framework of categories that encompassed all 

relevant New Zealand policies in a logical and clear way. 

 

The website named interest.co.nz, a provider of economic news and information on interest 

rates in New Zealand, published a table for its readers that incorporated the majority of all 

major and minor policies for the 2017 election.99  This provided the initial starting point for the 

policy topics used in this research.   

 

As there were a number of significant issues in 2008 that were not as relevant in 2017, such as 

Kiwisaver, more topics were included in the framework for this research.  Several were also 

 
99 “Political party policies,” interest.co.nz, accessed May 6, 2009, https://www.interest.co.nz/news/election-
2017-policies. 
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streamlined, subcategorised and condensed.  Table 3.2 reflects the final policy topics that were 

coded for, with subcategories included. 

 
Table 3.2: Policy topics.  

Policy Topic Subcategories 
Arts, Culture & Heritage - 
Broadcasting - 
Communities Senior Citizens, Sports & Rec, Gambling, LGBTQ+, 

Youth, Community & Voluntary Sector 
Defence & Security Veterans 
Drugs Alcohol, Cannabis 
Economy Business, Monetary Policy, State Owned Enterprises, 

Tourism, Regional Development, Regulation 
Education Charter Schools, Early Childhood, Primary, Secondary, 

Tertiary, Training, Apprenticeships 
Energy - 
Environment Conservation, Oceans & Rivers, Climate Change 
Families Children, Women’s Issues 
Foreign Affairs & Trade - 
Government Constitutional Reform, Local Government, Maori Seats 
Health ACC, Mental Health, Disability, Primary & Specialist 

Care 
Housing/Construction Home Ownership Schemes, Resource Management 

Act, Emergency Housing, Rental Issues, Speculation, 
Social Housing 

Immigration Refugees 
Infrastructure - 
Information Technology Access, Privacy, Security, Fibre  
Justice, Law & Order Corrections, Courts, Police 
Kiwisaver - 
Labour & Employment Industrial Relations, Minimum Wage, Parental Leave 
Maori Issues - 
Rural & Primary Industries Agriculture, Forestry, Fisheries, Racing, Mining 
Research & Development - 
Tax Business Tax, Income Tax, Water Tax, Carbon Tax, 

Capital Gains Tax, GST 
Transport Roads, Rail, Public Transport 
Welfare Superannuation 
Mixed Policy - 
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If non-policy was the dominant focus of a story, it was coded as Non-Policy Topic.  This meant 

that more than half of the story was related to non-policy issues such as polls, coalition options, 

or daily campaigning.  If a story mentioned a policy, but was largely focused on non-policy 

issues, it was coded as Non-Policy Topic.  For example, an article that was about a politician 

and their day on the campaign trail but only had one or two sentences about a policy 

announcement that day would be coded as Non-Policy Topic.  Table 3.3 reflects the non-policy 

topics that were coded for, with subcategories included. 

 

 

Table 3.3: Non-Policy topics.  

Non-Policy Topic Subcategories  
Individual Personality, personal life, leadership, performance, 

feature articles about individual candidates 
Horse race Polls, public opinion,  
Coalition/MMP Possible outcomes of MMP 
Scandal Election scandals, gaffes 
The Campaign Events & activities, the state of party campaigns 
The Election (objective Voting numbers and statistics, early voting 
Local Issues Feature articles about individual electorates  

 
 

The step-by-step process for Stage Two is as follows: 

 

Figure 3.2: Methodological approach to Stage Two. 

Identify whether policy or non-policy was 
the focus of the article or short 

 

If policy was the dominant focus, identify 
the subject focus from 26 categories 

 

If non-policy was the dominant focus, 
identify the subject focus from seven 

categories 
 

Analysis of  results 
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Stage Three: Media Response to Politicians’ Claims 

A discourse analysis was applied to the New Zealand Herald, the Dominion Post, and the Otago 

Daily Times during the last four and a half weeks of the election campaign in both 2008 and 

2017, analysing how the media dealt with claims made by politicians. 

 

 

Data sample selection 

The articles that formed the sample in Stage One of the study provided the sample for this third 

stage of research.  Shorts were not included for analysis in Stage Three. 

 

 

Methodology 

Each article was first analysed for the presence of a claim, or multiple claims.  A claim was 

considered a statement made by a politician that, in its reported form, asserted something to be 

true, either as fact or opinion.  An article was selected if at least one claim was identified.  Both 

an individual politician and a party spokesperson (party) were considered the politician.  A 

claim could be either a quote, or a summary of the claim, as reported by the author of the article.   

 

 

An example of a quoted claim is as follows: 

“It’s clear that the tax credit has created a lot of business for tax accountants and tax 

advisors, but evidence of real increases in R&D is harder to find.” 

- John Key, The Dominion Post, 9 October, 2008 

 

 

An example of a summary claim is as follows: 

The Greens say light rail would result in a seven minute time saving between Wellington 

Railway Station and Newtown, as well as slashing the number of buses along the 

capital’s Golden Mile by 40 per cent and reducing central city traffic during business 

hours. 

- The Dominion Post, 18 September, 2017 
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A claim was coded for: 

1. Source; 

2. Date; 

3. The author of the story (journalist or commentator); 

4. The person who made the claim itself (individual or party);  

5. The focus of the claim (as coded for in Stage Two); and  

6. The presence of a response by the author. 

 

 

Each claim was then analysed for the presence of a response to the claim by the author of the 

article.  A response was the way the journalist or commentator (the author) dealt with the claim, 

whether by repeating the claim without follow up (no response), or investigating it further by 

providing their own evidence or judgment, or both, or offering the opinion of another person.  

Another person was someone other than the author; another politician, or a source who was 

usually an expert or member of the public directly affected by the topic of which the claim was 

about. 

 

Each response to a claim was coded for: 

1. The person making the counterclaim or response (the author, another politician or a 

source);   

2. Whether the person responding was disagreeing with or confirming what the politician 

was claiming (counterclaim or confirmation); 

3. If the author was the responder, whether evidence was provided; and 

4. If the author was the responder, if there was a judgment made. 

 

 

To be considered evidence under category three above, the response had to include 

corroborating data or official information.  For example, this could have been statistics from 

Treasury regarding the state of the economy, or figures relating to unemployment levels 

provided by a governmental organisation.  The author usually mentioned such evidence to 

support their counterclaim, but in some instances included it to provide context and confirm a 

politician’s claim.  Examples of evidence are provided in the analysis of results in Chapter Six. 
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As noted by Mark Coddington, Logan Molyneux, and Regina G. Lawrence, the ‘essence of the 

fact-checking genre is rendering a judgment on the veracity of a claim,’ – that is, declaring it 

to be either true or false.100  The presence of such a declaration, however, was varied in its form.  

There were not many cases in which the author explicitly made a judgment about the truth of 

a claim by using the words such as “wrong” or “right,” or “false” or “correct.”  In most cases, 

the judgment was simply inferred or implied.  For the purposes of this study, only a judgment 

made by the author of the story was considered and identified.  When a politician or a source 

made a counterclaim, they almost always made a judgment, as would be expected.  Examples 

of judgments are provided in the analysis of results. 

 

Once each response had been identified and coded for, an observable typology was identified 

that enabled an accurate and clear classification (Table 3.4). 

 

 

Table 3.4: Typology of responses to claims.  

Elements of response Type 
Claim alone Stenography 
Counterclaim by politician   He said, she said 
Counterclaim by source   Disagreement 
Confirmation by source    Consensus 
Judgment by author, no evidence   Believe me 
Judgment by author, with evidence  Fact-check 
Counterclaim by author, no evidence   Pushback 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, no judgment   You be the judge 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, judgment   Full fact-check 
 

 

 

Considerations 

It is important to clarify that this research seeks to make no judgment on the validity of the 

claim itself.  Rather, this research is only concerned with the response of the media to the claims, 

and not the truthfulness or veracity of the claim made by the politician itself.  The intent of this 

section of research is to build upon empirical understandings of political reporting to develop 

 
100 Coddington, Molyneux, and Lawrence, “Fact Checking the Campaign: How Political Reporters Use Twitter 
to Set the Record Straight (or Not),” 399. 
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a typology of how the media addresses claims made by politicians, rather than observe the 

claims made by the politicians directly. 

 

An explanation is required in order to fully elucidate how the framework for this section of the 

research was developed.  As discussed in Chapter Two, the concept of fact-checking politicians 

has become increasingly more prevalent over recent years.  Websites such as PolitiFact are 

becoming more prominent, although they often only respond to claims that are newsworthy or 

made by significant or well-known political figures.101  Despite this, there is no framework that 

has yet to set out how to analyse how the mainstream media deals with and responds to claims 

made by politicians  that it has itself reported in relation to fact-checking, given that the authors 

have the power to choose exactly what claims to include and report on.  The reader only has 

access to the statements in their reported form, and not the statements themselves, which means 

there is the possibility that further information was divulged by the politician, but not reported.   

 

The study that most closely resembles what this research seeks to answer is by Coddington et 

al., which analysed how political reporters use Twitter to fact-check and respond to campaign 

tweets made by politicians.  Of course, Twitter as a sample source is characteristically different 

to newspaper stories, because the reporter deals directly with the medium or outlet that the 

original claim was made on, rather than picking and choosing what claim to report and then 

respond to.  However, the framework that was used for the study was instrumental in 

developing the method for Stage Three of this particular research when applied to print media, 

and was modified accordingly. 

 

Determining what to use as the unit of analysis for Stage Three proved to be challenging, and 

it took a number of pilot studies to get the method accurate.  Initially, the actual claim made by 

the politician was going to be the UOA.  However, it became clear early on that there was often 

more than one response to a claim made, and not counting each response as a separate UOA as 

well would produce results that did not accurately reflect if there were any changes in how the 

media dealt with claims made by politicians.  Therefore, research in this section was done in 

two phases.  First, each claim was identified and coded for.  Second, each individual response 

to a claim was identified, coded for, and then analysed. 

 

 
101 Holan, “The Principles of the Truth-O-Meter: PolitiFact’s methodology for independent fact-checking.” 
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The step-by-step process for Stage Three is as follows: 

 

Figure 3.3: Methodological approach to Stage Three. 

 Identify whether a claim or multiple 
claims were present in article 

 

Identify if the author was a journalist or 
commentator 

 

Identify the person making the claim; 
individual or party 

 

Identify the subject or thematic focus of 
the claim 

 

Identify whether the claim had a response 
from the author or not 

 

If a response was provided, identify the 
responder: author, politician, or source 

 

Identify if the response was a counterclaim 
or confirmation of the claim 

 

If the responder was the author, identify if 
evidence was provided in response to the 

claim 

 

If the responder was the author, identify if 
a judgment was provided in response to the 

claim 

 

Identify number of checked claims 
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Undertake a qualitative content analysis 

 

Analysis of results 

 
 

 

Conclusion 

 

Reliability 

Concerns around reliability in terms of content analysis are regularly expressed in literature, 

often due to the difficulty of demonstrating the relationship between the pattern of elements 

that evoke the core frame within a news text, and the abstract frame.102  In this research, this 

refers to the Policy or Non-Policy measure, and the subsequent topics.  However, it is also 

argued by scholars such as Baldwin Van Gorp that certain levels of subjectivity are unavoidable, 

particularly when linking together the central framing idea and explicit elements of the text, 

which requires some degree of interpretation by the person undertaking the analysis.103   As 

such, this study is not solely reliant on a type of content analysis coding that is open to 

interpretation where inter-coding would be expected.  Most categories are not subjective 

beyond that which Van Gorp describes, and other interpretative methods are employed, such 

as a discourse analysis.  Considering both this, and research resource constraints, the decision 

not to employ an inter-coder reliability process for this study was made. 

 

 

Bias 

It is worth noting that a number of considerations were taken into account when devising this 

research.  As Chris Rudd argues, discussions of media content almost invariably turn to a 

discussion relating to “bias,” and whether or not the mainstream media are balanced, objective 

 
102 Baldwin Van Gorp, “Strategies to take subjectivity out of framing analysis,” in Doing news framing analysis: 
Empirical and theoretical perspectives, eds. Paul D’Angelo and Jim A. Kuypers (New York: Routledge, 2010): 
90. 
103 Van Gorp, “Strategies to take subjectivity out of framing analysis,” 90. 
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and neutral in their reporting. 104   Of course, the expectation of absolute impartiality or 

objectivity in journalism is unrealistic, and therefore the decision not to cover the likes of bias 

was made early on in this research.  There were also practical factors to consider when 

analysing results, such as a journalist being unable to report on every single political event, or 

every claim made by a politician. 

 

 

 

Concluding Remarks 

This chapter sets out the research methodology which seeks to address whether changes in New 

Zealand media coverage of election campaigns add support to a thesis that we have moved into 

a post-truth environment.  The approach resulted in a multi-staged methodology, combining 

quantitative content analysis, qualitative content analysis, and discourse analysis.  It is 

important to note that all methods were exercised and applied with due care in regards to the 

research goals and overall thesis. 

 

In the following chapters, Stage One will identify and collect the preliminary election data of 

2008 and 2017 used in this research, and then analyse the volume of coverage and placement 

of stories and any changes that accompany them.  Stage Two will assess the types of election 

coverages reported during each election campaign.  Finally, Stage Three will identify claims 

made by politicians in each story, and analyse the way in which the author dealt with and 

responded to those claims.

 
104 Rudd, “How Politics and Media are Researched.” 139. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Stage One:  
An Overview of Election Coverage 

 

 

Introduction 

This chapter will present the results from the quantitative analysis conducted on the New 

Zealand Herald, the Dominion Post, and the Otago Daily Times that focused on the quantity 

of media coverage, and the placement and branding of the 2008 and the 2017 election coverage.  

 

To reiterate from Chapter Three, the period of analysis was from Writ Day until the day before 

the day of the election.  In 2008, this was from Wednesday, 8 October to Friday, 7 November.  

In 2017, this was from Wednesday, 23 August to Friday, 22 September.  There were 27 printed 

publications analysed from each newspaper during this period, or 81 daily newspapers 

combined.  Stories were selected if the dominant content was related to the upcoming election, 

and could be from any location within the newspaper, with the exception of letters to the editors, 

or reader opinions.  A total of 1,615 were selected for analysis, separated into articles and shorts.  

When discussing articles and shorts combined, they are referred to as stories. 

 

Analysis was separated into overall amounts of coverage in both campaigns, including how 

many articles there were in comparison to the number of shorts, the quantity of election 

coverage week-by-week, and the placement and branding of coverage within the newspaper.  

The findings allow for an assessment and comparison of the precise amount of coverage in 

2008 and 2017, and consideration of whether the changes in New Zealand election coverage 

add support to a thesis that we have moved into a post-truth politics environment, before a more 

rigorous and comprehensive analysis in the following chapters. 

 

 

Quantity of Newspaper Election Coverage 

This section will address the quantity of election coverage contained in the three newspapers 

in 2008 and 2017 during the official campaign period.  It will first look at the number of 
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election-related articles, and then shorts, before combining the figures to allow for a more 

general overview of election coverage in each newspaper.  This is followed by analysis of how 

the elections were covered week-by-week. 

 

Quantity of election articles 

Analysis identified a total of 783 articles across all three newspapers that reported on the 

election in 2008 (Table 4.1).  In 2017, a total of 550 articles were identified across all three 

newspapers.  This means that between 2008 and 2017, there was a reduction of 29.8% in 

election reporting overall. 

 

 
Table 4.1: Total number of articles covering the election, 2008 and 2017.* 

 2008 2017 + / - 
New Zealand Herald 389 215 - 44.7% 
Dominion Post 203 163 - 19.7% 
Otago Daily Times 191 172 - 9.9% 
Total 783 550 - 29.8% 

* Numbers may not add up to 100% due to rounding. This applies to all subsequent tables in all of the following 
chapters. 

 

 

As Table 4.1 shows, the total number of election-related articles produced across all three 

newspapers decreased substantially between 2008 and 2017.  However, the New Zealand 

Herald was largely responsible for the overall scale of decline, the reasons for which can 

largely be attributed to its shift to a tabloid format in 2012, which will be addressed shortly.  In 

2008 it produced 389 articles, which was 49.7%, or nearly half, of all the election articles 

analysed that year in this study.  It saw a considerable decrease in election reporting of nearly 

44.7% in 2017, dropping to 215 articles, and taking a more equally proportionate share of 

33.5% of the total number of stories analysed that year across the three newspapers.  The 

Dominion Post’s coverage also saw a decrease in the amount of election articles it produced, 

from 203 articles in 2008, to 163 articles in 2017.  With a decrease of 19.7%, this was nowhere 

near as significant as the New Zealand Herald, although it undeniably contributed to the overall 

reduction in election coverage when looking at the three newspapers combined.  The Otago 



51 
 

 

Daily Times had the smallest reduction in election articles, from 191 to 172, although the 9.9% 

decrease is still substantial.   

 

There are two noticeable figures that warrant discussion, both of which involve the New 

Zealand Herald.  The first is the enormous number of election articles it produced in 2008 in 

comparison to the Dominion Post and the Otago Daily Times.  The second is the significant 

decrease in election articles between 2008 and 2017. 

 

The first question has a relatively simple explanation.  In 2008, across the analysed period, the 

New Zealand Herald consisted of an average of 82 pages during the week, and 207 pages on 

Saturday, which included all sections of the newspaper.  The Dominion Post consisted of an 

average of 52 pages during the week, and 145 pages on Saturday.  The Otago Daily Times 

consisted of an average of 37 pages during the week, and 125 pages on Saturday.  Thus, due to 

the size of the New Zealand Herald, it simply had more space and capacity to report on the 

election than the other two newspapers.  All three newspapers were broadsheet layout in 2008, 

so the general format of each was the same.  However, given the high circulation figures of the 

New Zealand Herald (180,939), and the much lower circulation figures of the Dominion Post 

(92,005) and the Otago Daily Times (40,668), one would expect the New Zealand Herald to 

have more resources and therefore a better ability to provide its much larger audience with 

more information, in the form of a larger newspaper. 

 

Proportionally speaking, the Otago Daily Times had the highest number of election articles 

during the week in 2008 based on how many pages it printed per issue, indicating that the 

campaign contributed considerably to its news reporting.  Given that the Dominion Post printed 

almost 50% more pages than the Otago Daily Times, one might have assumed that it would 

have a higher number of election articles.  However, the results of a 2006 study showed that 

the Otago Daily Times devoted the highest proportion of its paper to news in comparison to 

other newspapers which often had high quantities of advertising or promotional material, 

something that was unlikely to have changed significantly two years later.105  Because it is a 

local newspaper, without the same degree of commercial pressures imposed on it that are faced 

by the foreign-owned New Zealand Herald and the Dominion Post (as discussed in Chapter 

 
105 Matthew Gibbons, “Newspaper quality, content and competition in New Zealand,” Pacific Journalism 
Review 20, no. 1 (May 2014): 187-188. 
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Three), it has more freedom and ability to engage with local and national issues (such as an 

election). 

 

Without studying the elections in between (2011 and 2014), it is difficult to know if the New 

Zealand Herald’s considerable drop in election articles in 2017 was a gradual trend across the 

decade, or if it was more sudden.  However, the New Zealand Herald did move to a compact 

format in 2012, so this may have contributed to a change in election reporting and the amount 

of coverage each election received following the change.  Taking this into account, but prior to 

addressing it further, we must first look at the average number of pages printed per day in 2017 

to add context. 

 

Between 2008 and 2017, election coverage in the New Zealand Herald decreased more than 

pagination decreased.  In its tabloid format, it printed an average of 71 pages per day during 

the week of election campaign period (once again, including all sections), a reduction of 10 

pages from 2008.  The weekend edition printed an average of 184 pages in 2017, 23 less than 

in 2008.  This reduction in total pages printed of 11.8% cannot be solely responsible for the far 

more significant decrease in election articles of 44.7%, particularly considering there was still 

plenty of general content and articles throughout the tabloid version of the New Zealand Herald.  

It is also important to note that a shift to tabloid would not normally mean a decrease in page 

numbers, although a decrease might be expected as newspapers become less popular.  

Furthermore, as the physical page size reduced with the change to tabloid, so too did the font 

size in order to counter the now limited room on the page.  Thus, while the decrease in pages 

may have been a minor contributing factor, such an impact would have been minimal.  It is 

therefore necessary to look to other changes that came with the shift to a tabloid. 

 

Gavin Ellis argues that there is ample evidence to suggest that newspapers in New Zealand 

have ‘enthusiastically embraced’ the idea of just giving the people what they want, using the 

New Zealand Herald’s move to a tabloid format as an example.106  Ellis notes that since 2012, 

its reporting has been accompanied by more front-page lead stories that could be classified as 

“tabloid content,” rather than hard-hitting journalism.  The New Zealand Herald’s move to a 

tabloid format – and thus, more tabloid content – followed by other newspapers moving 

towards more entertainment-driven content would certainly suggest an overall shift in how 

 
106 Ellis, “The Political Role of New Zealand Newspapers,” 244. 
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information is reported.  With television’s strong emphasis on the visual aspects of news, the 

ever-declining circulation of newspapers, and financial constraints, there is an increased 

pressure on journalists to make written content appealing.  Ellis urges us to remember that there 

are several caveats that must be taken into account before placing the New Zealand newspaper 

market in the realm of international research on media effects, however, despite much in 

common with Australia, American and British newspaper coverage, it is important to note that 

New Zealand newspapers do not have entrenched political stances, and must meet the needs of 

a broader audience.107   In any event, however, research does indicate that there are close 

parallels internationally between the types of coverage in tabloid content. 

 

Broadcaster Dr. Brian Edwards is less diplomatic when discussing the New Zealand Herald’s 

change in format, describing its transformation as one ‘from a quality newspaper into little 

better than a trash tabloid’ – placing much of the blame with its editor, Shayne Currie.108  He 

argues that its content is now clearly reflected in its physical transformation (from broadsheet 

prior to 2012, to tabloid), offering its readers a format that looks like an arrangement of 

women’s gossip magazines and the Daily Mail.  Edwards does make mention, however, of the 

strong team of political columnists, many of whom were journalists during both the 2008 and 

2017 election.109 

 

These observations certainly give measure to the likeliness that the move to a tabloid format 

was at least in part responsible for the heavily decreased number of election-related articles in 

2017.  Indeed, studies have been undertaken that seek to examine how different news type 

affects political participation, in particular during election time.  Kim Anderson, Bjarnøe, Erik 

Albæk, and Claes H. De Vreese concluded that the use of broadsheet to disseminate 

information had the effect of people becoming more knowledgeable and efficacious, whereas 

tabloid had the opposite effect because of their tendency to include more entertainment-based 

news.110  Further and direct study of the New Zealand Herald and the relationship between its 

 
107 Ellis, “The Political Role of New Zealand Newspapers,” 245. 
108 Brian Edwards, “The NZ Herald: Demise of a quality publication,” NBR, last modified November 16, 2014, 
https://www.nbr.co.nz/opinion/new-zealand-herald-demise-quality-publication. 
109 Edwards, “The NZ Herald: Demise of a quality publication.” 
110 Kim Andersen, Camilla Bjarnøe, Erik Albæk, and Claes H. De Vreese, “How News Type Matters: Indirect 
Effects of Media Use on Political Participation Through Knowledge and Efficacy,” Journal Of Media 
Psychology 28, no. 3 (July 2006): 118-119. 
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format as a tabloid, and the quantity of election or political stories over a number of previous 

elections could seek to clarify this, although this is something not covered in this thesis. 

 

Because the Dominion Post and the Otago Daily Times remained as a broadsheet during the 

period of study, the less substantial decrease in election reporting from 2008 and 2017 is 

understandable if we take into account the aforementioned discussion regarding the changes 

that came with the New Zealand Herald’s format transformation.  Even more indicative that it 

was the format, rather than the number of pages that was responsible for the vast reduction in 

election stories for the New Zealand Herald, is that the Dominion Post and the Otago Daily 

Times saw a larger decrease in pages per day, but a smaller decrease in election articles.  The 

Dominion Post reduced the number of pages on average per week day during the analysed 

period from 52 pages to 37 pages (28.8%) and from 145 pages to 88 pages on the weekend – a 

combined reduction of 37%.  This is in comparison to a reduction in election-related articles 

of 19.7%.  The Otago Daily Times reduced the number of pages on average per week day 

during the analysed period from 37 pages to 32 pages (13.5% decrease) and from 125 pages to 

51 pages on the weekend – a combined reduction of 48.8%.  

 

Taking all of this into account, one can evidently see from the trends across all three 

newspapers that there was a notable change in the amount of election coverage in 2017 

compared with 2008.  We cannot assume the uniform rate of these trends without looking at 

the 2011 and 2014 elections, which this thesis does not seek to do.  However, given the number 

of articles about the election in each newspaper, it is clear that the 2017 election received less 

prominence than the 2008 election in terms of article quantity, despite it being viewed as a 

game-changer by many members of the media.  We can safely assume the New Zealand Herald 

owes this in some large part to its transformation into a tabloid, a change with which came a 

shift in focus away from news and towards entertainment.  The Dominion Post and the Otago 

Daily Times, in their broadsheet format, saw a far smaller reduction in election articles relative 

to the reduction in the size of the newspapers, but a significant decrease in articles nevertheless. 

 

 

Quantity of election shorts 

Election shorts were a far more brief way of reporting election coverage than articles, and 

therefore have been distinguished from articles so as to not attribute them with the same amount 

of weight.  The shorts involved two styles of reporting: NIBs (news in brief), or campaign 
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diaries, and have been categorised as such.  While a campaign diary is distinct from a NIB in 

that it is a summary of events on the campaign trail, rather than a news report, they are similar 

in both length and reporting style. 

 

Analysis identified a total of 151 shorts from all three newspapers that reported on the election 

in 2008 (Table 4.2).  In 2017, a total of 131 shorts were identified from all three newspapers.  

This means that between 2008 and 2017, there was a reduction of 13.2% in election reporting 

overall. 

 

 
Table 4.2: Total number of shorts covering the election, 2008 and 2017. 

 2008 2017 + / - 
New Zealand Herald 43 14 - 67.4% 
Dominion Post 98 82 - 16.3% 
Otago Daily Times 10 35 + 250% 
Total 151 131 - 13.2% 

 

 

Before a closer analysis of each newspaper, it must be noted from the outset that while the 

percentage increase and decrease have been included in the assessment, they do not fully 

encompass or represent the changes that each newspaper underwent.  This is due to the simple 

fact that the figures are both small and wide-ranging in comparison to newspaper articles.  

Therefore, it is important to look closely at the actual number of shorts of each newspaper 

before making an assumption based on the percentage increase or decrease, which may be 

overstated or distorted.  For example, the Otago Daily Times saw a 250% increase in the 

number of shorts it published, but on closer inspection, only went from 10 to 35 shorts which 

does not seem so extreme.  The New Zealand Herald decreased the number of shorts it 

published by more than half – the least of the newspapers in 2017 with only 14 total.  Neither 

the Otago Daily Times or the New Zealand Herald’s shorts increase or decrease is comparable 

to the decrease of election articles that were previously discussed.  The Dominion Post 

published the largest amount of shorts in both 2008 and 2017, and only saw a relatively small 

decrease from 98 to 82.  It was also the only newspaper with a relatively similar trend to the 

decrease of articles, with a 16.3% decrease in shorts and a 19.7% decrease in articles; because 



56 
 

 

of the higher number of shorts the Dominion Post had, the percentages are more proportionate 

than the other newspapers, and thus can be more appropriately compared to articles. 

 

When categorised, campaign diaries were far more commonly produced in 2008 than NIBs that 

related to the campaign.  There were a total of 112 campaign diary shorts in comparison to 39 

NIBs (Table 4.3).  This was in comparison to 2017, which had more election related NIBs than 

campaign diaries, with 111 and 20 respectively. 

 

 
Table 4.3: Total number of NIBs and Campaign Diary shorts, 2008 and 2017. 

 NIBs Campaign Diary 
 2008 2017 2008 2017 
New Zealand Herald 5 6 38 8 
Dominion Post 24 70 74 12 
Otago Daily Times 10 35 - - 
Total 39 111 112 20 

 

 

The New Zealand Herald had regular daily shorts in 2008, most commonly written by the 

Prime Minister and the Leader of the Opposition, and thus were considered campaign diaries 

(Figure 4.1).  As the campaign moved onwards, these increasingly became a major opportunity 

for Helen Clark and John Key to speak directly to the public about their policies and their daily 

activities and events.  On 3 November, 2008, a campaign diary written by John Key managed 

to outline his previous day’s activities, conversations with the public, details on policy, and 

that day’s events.  Helen Clark followed a similar format when writing her daily short.  This 

meant that the politicians were able to essentially pick and choose the issues they perceived to 

be most important for that day and report them, without being concerned that the media would 

frame them a certain way or only write about certain aspects.  The New Zealand Herald was 

the only newspaper that had campaign diary shorts written by a politician and not a journalist, 

and were included because of the relative shortness of them compared to an article.  The font 

was also smaller than an article, which distinguished it from an article.  As the “Campaign 

Diary” feature was regular, there were 38 compared to 5 NIBs. 

 

 



57 
 

 

Figure 4.1: Example of campaign diary in the New Zealand Herald, 3 November, 2008. 

 
 

 

There was a significant decrease in the number of shorts in the New Zealand Herald in 2017, 

dropping from 43 in 2008 to 14.  This is because its main election short in 2008 – called the 

“Campaign Diary” – was not a regular feature in 2017.  The “Campaign Diary” was also written 

in a different format in 2017, specifically, by a journalist and not a politician, and was much 

briefer, with usually only one sentence dedicated to each issue (Figure 4.2).  The NIBs, on the 

other hand, were factual and about a specific issues (Figure 4.3).  Taking into account the 

considerable drop in election articles, the drop in shorts also is not surprising. 

 

 
Figure 4.2: Example of campaign diary in the New Zealand Herald, 13 September, 2017. 
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Figure 4.3: Example of NIB in the New Zealand Herald, 8 September, 2017. 

 
 

The Dominion Post had the largest number of shorts in 2008, with 24 NIBs and 74 campaign 

diaries.  In 2008, regular campaign diaries covered a range of topics and people, apparently 

making a noticeable effort to ensure coverage was not concentrated on one particular party or 

politician, or policy issue (Figure 4.4).  Unlike the New Zealand Herald, the Dominion Post 

did not include direct writing from the two main contenders for Prime Minister. It did, however, 

often include quotes and diaries of major political actors (not shown here).  An example of a 

NIB is also provided to help distinguish between the two (Figure 4.5). 

 

 
Figure 4.4: Example of campaign diary in the Dominion Post, October 30, 2008. 
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Figure 4.5: Example of NIB in the Dominion Post, October 13, 2008. 

 
 

 

The Dominion Post featured regular shorts once again in 2017, although in a different format, 

and also had the greatest number.  Instead of a section specifically dedicated to the campaign, 

it continued “Today in Politics” which had already been regularly published prior to the 

campaign, and was formatted more like a NIB, so although the election was usually the 

prominent focus, general parliamentary or governmental business was also covered (Figure 

4.6).  The regularity of the NIBs meant there was a total of 70 in comparison to 12 campaign 

diaries (each heading was counted as a separate NIB).  This allowed an opportunity for slightly 

more in-depth coverage in 2017, with an average of three to four sentences as opposed to one 

or two in 2008, which meant that despite fewer shorts, the content it covered was generally 

more comprehensive.  

 

 

Figure 4.6: Example of NIBs in the Dominion Post, September 1, 2017. 

 
 

 

The Otago Daily Times had very few shorts in 2008, although they were always very detailed 

and frequently read like short articles (Figure 4.7).  With only 10 in total that year, all of which 

were NIBs, the newspaper had far less than the New Zealand Herald and the Otago Daily Times 

but the few they had were of substantial quality and information. 
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Figure 4.7: Example of NIB in the Otago Daily Times, October 17, 2008. 

 

 

Shorts in 2017 followed the same format as in 2008, which were also all NIBs, and provided 

the reader with significant portions of information regarding the campaign and policy, without 

being considered full election articles (Figure 4.8).  While such NIBs were not regular in 2017, 

they were more frequent than in 2008 and covered aspects of the election that were not 

otherwise reported on. 

 

 
Figure 4.8: Example of NIBs in the Otago Daily Times, September 7, 2017. 

 
 

 
While the number of overall shorts decreased by 13.2% between 2008 and 2017, it is interesting 

to note that the number of NIBs increased by 184.6%.  In 2008, on the eve of post-truth politics, 

journalist Peter Robins pondered the eventual demise of “news in brief,” which he argued 

‘frequently contain the most interesting reading in the paper.’111  He contended that journalists 

would soon be unable to force themselves into the concision needed to be able to write them, 

or that they would be taken over by Twitter statuses.  A decade after his predictions, this study 

 
111 Roy Greenslade, “Are we in danger of losing nibs?” The Guardian, last modified May 2, 2008, 
https://www.theguardian.com/media/greenslade/2008/may/02/areweindangeroflosingnib. 
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is evidence their disappearance has not come to fruition – and justifiably so, considering the 

information they provide about elections as the examples show.   

 

What such a shift might mean in a post-truth politics environment can be assessed in different 

ways, depending on the value one gives NIBs and campaign diaries.  For example, an increase 

in NIBs between 2008 and 2017 could be viewed positively given they are more detailed and 

news reporting in style than campaign diaries.  Conversely, campaign diaries typically covered 

between four and six topics at a time, and so while they may not have been detailed, the reader 

was able to gain basic knowledge on a variety of subjects at once.  Thus, the shift towards a 

more NIB style of shorts can be assessed both positively and negatively, depending on the 

weight given to NIBs versus campaign diaries.  Either way, the overall, yet minimal, decrease 

in shorts as a whole across the newspapers would indicate that they are still a valuable way for 

journalists and editors to report on election coverage.  
 

 

Quantity of overall election coverage  

It is helpful to compare the quantity of article and shorts coverage of both elections.  As would 

be expected, there were considerable numbers of articles in comparison to shorts, both in 2008 

and 2017.  In 2008, the total of all articles across the three newspapers accounted for 83.8% of 

all election coverage (stories), and 80.8% in 2017 (Table 4.4).   

 

 
Table 4.4: Comparison of articles and shorts coverage, 2008 and 2017.  

 2008 2017 
 Articles NIBs Articles NIBs 
New Zealand Herald 90.0% 10.0% 93.9% 6.1% 
Dominion Post 67.4% 32.6% 66.5% 33.5% 
Otago Daily Times 95.0% 5.0% 83.1% 16.9% 
Total 83.8% 16.2% 80.8% 19.2% 

 

 

In both 2008 and 2017, the Dominion Post had a significant number of shorts (32.6%) in 

relation to the amount of election articles (67.4%).  While the very nature of an article means 

that it offers more actual content than a short, this does not mean that the Dominion Post offered 
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less information of substance regarding the election than the other two newspapers.  One must 

consider that while an article may contain more actual information simply because it has a 

larger word count, not all of that information is necessarily of significant value.  The “brief” 

characteristic of a short ensures that whatever is written is seen to be of worth to the reader, 

and thus it is plausible to reason that they will often comprise of worthy information.  Shorts, 

however, are not a substitute for articles, and their number in comparison to articles does seem 

to be rather high. 

 

Analysing article and shorts coverage of each election indicates that there has been a decline 

in quantity of information available to readers in regards to election campaigns on a purely 

numerical and surface level.  When taking an overarching look at election coverage in 2008 

and 2017, combined reporting shows an even starker view, in particular with the New Zealand 

Herald and the Dominion Post (Figure 4.9). 

 

 

Figure 4.9: Combined article and shorts coverage, 2008 and 2017. 

 

 

 

As discussed, articles and shorts are not one and the same, nor are they of equal value to each 

other.  However, shorts are still important in election reporting, so these combined figures are 

not insignificant, despite shorts having a smaller word count.  They clearly show that the New 
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Zealand Herald and the Dominion Post’s overall election story output between 2008 and 2017 

significantly decreased overall, particularly when the proportion of articles to shorts as shown 

in Table 4.4 was relatively stable for the Dominion Post.  The Otago Daily Times did see an 

increase of six stories, but this was due to the increase in shorts and not articles, which actually 

declined.  As previously mentioned, shorts are important and offer us insight into editorial 

perspectives and decisions made by each newspaper.  They do not, however, provide us with 

the same degree of detail or substance that an article does, and therefore cannot be granted 

equal weight or importance as they have been given in Figure 4.9 when taking into account a 

retreat in election coverage. 

 

 

Election coverage in articles, week-by-week  

Newspaper coverage in both 2008 and 2017 followed similar trends in terms of the share of 

election coverage week-by-week.  The following section measured the week from Sunday to 

Saturday.  However, Writ Day is always exactly one month before an election, falling on a 

Wednesday in both years, which meant that Week 1 of the official campaign only had four 

days of media coverage (from Wednesday to Saturday) and thus had the smallest share of 

reporting (Figure 4.10).   

 

Figure 4.10: Election articles by week, 2008 and 2017 comparison. 

 

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5
2008 94 168 165 198 158
2017 63 108 153 134 92
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In 2008, the overall combined share of reporting in Weeks 2 and 3 increased to just over 20% 

each, with Week 4 producing the largest number of articles across all three newspapers, 

contributing to a total of 25% of coverage combined.  The last week of the campaign saw the 

share of coverage drop down to approximately 20%.  

 

2017 saw slight but not overwhelmingly different trends.  While the first two weeks were 

similar to those in 2008, the most significant increase in reporting was from Week 2 to Week 

3, rather than from Week 3 to Week 4 as in 2008.  It decreased slightly in Week 4, followed by 

a sharp drop in the final week of the campaign. 

 

When analysing further by looking at the trends across each individual newspaper, they are 

rather comparable, especially in 2008 (Table 4.5).  Each newspaper had an increase from Week 

1 to 2, plateauing in Week 3.  The largest share of 2008 election articles was in Week 4 with 

the Dominion Post the highest at 26.1%, before dropping back to previous levels in Week 5.  

 

 
Table 4.5:  Election campaign articles by week, 2008. 

 Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 
New Zealand Herald 14.4% 21.0% 20.6% 24.7% 19.3% 
Dominion Post 9.3% 21.7% 21.2% 26.1% 21.7% 
Otago Daily Times 9.9% 22.0% 22.0% 25.7% 20.4% 

 

 

While the trends are also comparable in 2017 across each newspaper, the variation between the 

share of article reporting week-by-week has wider differentials (Table 4.6).  In Week 5, for 

example, the Dominion Post published 19% of its election content, whereas The Otago Daily 

Times only published 13.4%. 
 

 

Table 4.6: Election campaign articles by week, 2017. 

 Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 
New Zealand Herald 10.7% 19.1% 27.4% 25.1% 17.7% 
Dominion Post 12.3% 19.6% 26.4% 22.7% 19.0% 
Otago Daily Times 11.6% 20.3% 29.7% 25.0% 13.4% 
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Although Chapter Five will go into more detail regarding how policy and non-policy was 

covered week-by-week, the general quantity of weekly election coverage is important.  It stands 

to reason that articles would be few in the first week or so of the official campaign period.  

While the race is very much on, policy is still being released and the campaign activity itself is 

only just beginning.  By Week 4 – or one week before the election – most policy is often 

finalised and released, although in both 2008 and 2017, major policy announcements regarding 

tax were still being developed with the financial crisis ever-changing in 2008, and Jacinda 

Ardern’s capital gains captains call in 2017.   

 

At a glance, one may be concerned about the declining rate of campaign information in the 

final week in both years.  Surely, the week and days leading up to the election would be the 

most important in ensuring voters are sufficiently informed, and so a decline in election 

coverage would result in a failure to do so.  However, less coverage available in the final week 

does not automatically mean there was not enough coverage for the public to be informed.  This 

is explored further in Chapter Five. 

 

 

Election coverage in shorts, week-by-week 

In both 2008 and 2017, the only real trend was that of a simple increase each week in the 

publishing of shorts across all newspapers (Figure 4.11).  2008 saw a continuous increase 

throughout the campaign from the first to the last week, but did not see considerable movement 

from Week 2 onwards.  The increase in 2017 was steady from Week 1 to Week 4, with a drop 

back to previous levels in the final week of the campaign. 

 

A week-by-week breakdown of shorts in individual newspapers has not been included due to 

the lack of usefulness the figures have to offer this thesis.  In contrast to the overall increase of 

shorts week-by-week across the three newspapers (as in figure 4.11), there was no trend when 

looking at them individually.  A lot of this is due simply to the actual quantity of shorts 

published, and any trend that was identified was difficult to qualify and give absolute meaning 

to because of the wide-ranging number of shorts in each newspaper.  For example, in 2008, the 

Otago Daily Times went from zero in Week 1, to 40% of its total in Week 2, down to 10% in 

Week 3.  While these percentage changes may seem extreme, it is only because the newspaper 

produced ten shorts in total over the whole campaign period, so the percentages appear 
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distorted.  Thus, no conclusions are able to be drawn from the results, and have not been 

included for discussion. 

 

 
Figure 4.11: Election shorts by week, 2008 and 2017 comparison. 

 
 

 

 

Placement and Branding of Election Stories 

This section will address the placement and branding of election stories in the three newspapers 

in 2008 and 2017.  Election articles were selected from the front page, politics section, news 

sections, election special, business section, and opinion/editorial section.  In some cases, an 

article was labelled as “comment” but was in, for example, the politics section instead of the 

editorial and opinion page.  In these circumstances, the articles were coded as an opinion piece.  

 

 

Placement of election stories 

In both 2008 and 2017, most articles that were relevant to each campaign were in the election 

feature each newspaper had.  In 2008, the New Zealand Herald had the highest proportion of 

articles selected from the election features at 69.7%, followed closely by the Otago 

Daily Times at 65.4%, and with the Dominion Post the lowest at 57.1% (Table 4.7).  This was 

followed by opinion and editorial columns as the second most common form of election 
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reporting.  The New Zealand Herald and the Dominion Post had a reasonable number of 

election stories on the front page, with 8.1% and 11.3% respectively, but the Otago Daily Times 

only had 4.7% on the front page, although it had the highest number of opinion articles or 

editorials.  The business section featured very few election stories across all three newspapers, 

as did the politics section, because campaign coverage appeared elsewhere.  It is important to 

note that the Otago Daily Times did not have a dedicated politics section in 2008, but rather 

was included within the news section, and thus was coded as the latter. 

 

 Table 4.7: Section of newspaper where articles were placed, 2008.   

  New Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago Daily 
Times 

Front page  8.1% 11.3% 4.7% 
Politics  0.3% 5.9% - 
News  2.6% 8.9% 7.9% 
Election feature  69.7% 57.1% 65.4% 
Business  4.9% 1.5% 1.6% 
Opinion/editorial  14.4% 15.3% 20.4% 
  

 

While campaign articles were also most commonly published in the election features in 2017, 

figures were rather different than in 2008.  The New Zealand Herald remained consistent, but 

there was a significant decrease by the Dominion Post and Otago Daily Times, to 37.4% and 

44.2% respectively (Table 4.8).  With the reduction in election feature articles came an increase 

in opinion and editorial pieces, in particular the New Zealand Herald and the Dominion 

Post.  The New Zealand Herald essentially concentrated all its campaign articles into the 

election feature and opinion and editorial sections, with a combined total of 

96.2%.  The Dominion Post was most varied in the sections it published its election articles, 

although increased its coverage in the politics section by 11.9%.  The Otago Daily Times saw 

a noteworthy increase in business coverage, from 1.6% to 8.7%. 
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Table 4.8: Section of newspaper where articles were placed, 2017.   

  New Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago Daily 
Times 

Front page  3.3% 12.3% 9.3% 
Politics  - 17.8% - 
News  - 1.2% 14.5% 
Election feature  67.4% 37.4% 44.2% 
Business  0.5% 4.9% 8.7% 
Opinion/editorial  28.8% 26.4% 23.3% 
 

 

That each newspaper had, during both elections, a separate, often multi-page section dedicated 

to campaign coverage does suggest, of course, that the election was considered important by 

the editors.  However, the decrease in all newspapers of the proportion of stories that were 

placed within the election feature between 2008 and 2017, most significantly by the Dominion 

Post and the Otago Daily Times, gives the impression that election coverage was not considered 

as worthy of that degree of coverage.  In view of the decline in overall coverage of the election 

campaign between 2008 and 2017, the added decline in election features raises questions about 

the adequacy of coverage in the latter year.  The shift to focusing on opinion pieces and 

editorials, by their very nature, means that election coverage was more likely to be opinion-

based and therefore biased, even if factual in foundation, compared to an objective article in 

the election feature section.   

 

 
Branding of election coverage 

In 2008, election features were already in place prior to Writ Day (Wednesday, October 8) for 

the New Zealand Herald, and were headed with “VOTE 08” to distinguish them from other 

articles (Figure 4.12).  As the campaign ramped up, election features were taking up to 10 pages 

of the newspaper (although an article often stretched out across multiple pages of this 

section).  The Dominion Post had begun election features by Saturday, October 11, and were 

labelled with “ELECTION 2008” (Figure 4.13).  Similarly, such features were taking up large 

parts of the newspaper towards the end of the campaign.  Finally, the Otago Daily 

Times election feature started the week following the official start to the campaign, on Monday, 

October 13, headed by “Election 2008” (Figure 4.14).  In contrast to the other newspapers, it 

kept this feature to the header of only one page throughout the entire campaign.    



69 
 

 

Figure 4.12: Election feature heading, the New Zealand Herald, 2008. 

 
 

 
Figure 4.13: Election feature heading, the Dominion Post, 2008. 

 
 

 

Figure 4.14: Election feature heading, the Otago Daily Times, 2008. 

 

 
 

 

The New Zealand Herald election feature was headed by “VOTE 2017,” and were already in 

place by Writ Day (Wednesday, August 23) (Figure 4.15).  Despite the similar proportion in 

2008 and 2017, there were less election feature pages overall in 2017, specifically due to the 

dramatic decrease in overall campaign articles by the newspaper.  Election features were first 

published in Dominion Post on the second day of the official campaign (Thursday, August 24) 

and were also labelled “ELECTION 2017” (Figure 4.16).  As the figures show, election 

features took up far less of the newspaper than in 2008.  The Otago Daily Times had, likewise, 

already started its election features prior to Writ Day, but in contrast to 2008, expanded this 

section to across more than just one page of the newspaper.  As with the Dominion Post, it was 

also headed “ELECTION 2017” (Figure 4.17). 
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 Figure 4.15: Election feature heading, the New Zealand Herald, 2017. 

 
 

Figure 4.16: Election feature heading, the Dominion Post, 2017. 

 
 

Figure 4.17: Election feature heading, the Otago Daily Times, 2017. 

 
 

It makes sense from an editorial perspective to label election content as such.  It signals to the 

reader of the newspaper that the article is about the campaign, ensuring the newspaper has 

achieved its democratic responsibility to inform the public about the election, regardless of 

whether the article is read or not.  Presumably, however, there is a limit to how much 

information a reader can and will absorb, and how much of the actual newspaper they will read.  

This means that, depending on the significance of the information, where it is placed is 

important.  A study in 2008 by the Newspaper Association of America found that 87% of all 

newspaper readers will read the front page, main news and local news.112  In 2008, the election 

feature most often started within the first two or three pages of the newspaper, and if not this 

early on, at least by the fifth or sixth page.  By 2017, election feature coverage was usually not 

beginning until at least the ninth or tenth page of the newspaper.  The strong branding each 

newspaper had, of course, would have allowed for readers to prioritise the election content over 

earlier content by bypassing the initial pages and going straight to the election features.  

However, taking into account the decline of overall election coverage as discussed earlier in 

 
112 Chris Rudd and Janine Hayward, “Newspaper Coverage,” in Informing Voters? Politics, Media and the New 
Zealand Election 2008, eds. Chris Rudd, Janine Hayward, and Geoffrey Craig (Auckland: Pearson, 2009): 94. 
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this chapter and in the election feature section between 2008 and 2017, and how much further 

in to the newspaper the election feature was placed in 2017 compared to 2008, it does suggest 

that election coverage in general was not considered as important in 2017. 

 

For the purposes of this study, any article that was placed on the front page was considered a 

major headline story, many of which continued on to the second or third page of the newspaper.  

As with any publication, the front page needs to appeal to the reader to entice them to purchase 

it.  Elections, though necessary for a thriving democracy, are not always particularly appealing 

or interesting to the average citizen, and as previously discussed, newspapers are facing 

commercial pressures so they need to ensure they sell copies.  Thus, there is a need to balance 

the importance of elections with the fact that politics, generally, is not central to the lives of 

the public.  In both 2008 and 2017, any headline story that was related to the campaign was 

often regarding a scandal or the most recent poll, which indicates the newspapers were more 

concerned about informing the public of the entertainment aspects of politics, rather than policy.  

This will be the focus of Chapter Five. 

 

 
Figure 4.18: Front page of the New Zealand Herald, 2008 (left) and 2017 (right). 
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As previously discussed, with the New Zealand Herald’s shift to a tabloid format came a 

decrease in the amount of election coverage it put on its front page, from 8.1% to 3.3%.  The 

visual layout also changed significantly, with much more focus on attracting the reader with 

huge headlines and photos, and retreat from policy discussion, which will be discussed in 

Chapter Five.  Figure 4.18 is a common example of how the front page was formatted in both 

election years.  In 2008, there were often two campaign stories and another non-campaign 

related story, all with considerable detail.  By 2017, the top third of the front page was generally 

promoting other sections in the paper, the middle third was a large headline with an 

accompanying photo and text, and the bottom third was another advertisement.  The text related 

to the headline often only took up one sixth or even one eighth of the entire front page, and just 

continued on to subsequent pages instead.  Designed to capture the reader’s attention, such 

dramatic headlines and little textual content may succeed.  However, it is a further example of 

how the tabloid nature of the New Zealand Herald is affecting the way in which it produces 

election material. 

 

 
Table 4.9: Breakdown of front page election focuses, 2008 and 2017. 
 New Zealand  

Herald 
Dominion  

Post 
Otago Daily  

Times 
 2008 2017 2008 2017 2008 2017 
Scandal 24.2% 28.6% 30.4% 10.0% 11.1% 6.3% 
Horse race 24.2% 42.9% 34.8% 75.0% 22.2% 50.0% 
Policy 15.2% 14.3% 4.3% 15.0% 22.2% 43.7% 
Economy 36.4% 14.3% 30.4% - 44.4% - 

 

 

In 2008, the looming financial crisis also featured heavily on the front page – the topic most 

often put on the front page for the New Zealand Herald and the Otago Daily Times at 36.4% 

and 44.4% respectively (Table 4.9).  The Dominion Post also covered the economy in 

significant detail in 2008, but focused primarily on the horse race that year at 34.8%, as well 

as in 2017 with 75% of front page articles dedicated to game coverage such as polls.  

Conversely, the Otago Daily Times placed a number of other articles on the front page in both 

years that did not consist of scandals or horse race coverage.  These were mainly local issues 

related to the election, in particular the Dunedin Hospital in 2017, which Labour wanted to 

rebuild, but National pledging to build an entirely new hospital.  The rise of the horse race-
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framed election articles being reported on the front page is evident, however.  With all three 

newspapers placing horse race articles on the front page nearly 50% of the time in 2017, their 

popularity with editors is notable. 

 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter, or Stage One of the study, examined New Zealand’s 2008 and 2017 elections, 

and the coverage that the New Zealand Herald, the Dominion Post, and the Otago Daily Times 

produced.  Using a quantitative content analysis, the changes in the quantity of election articles 

and shorts were assessed and compared, with a week-by-week analysis of each, and the 

placement and branding of each article.  A number of conclusions can be drawn from the results 

that add support to a thesis that we have moved into a post-truth politics environment. 

 

Across all three newspapers, there was a significant decrease in the amount of election articles 

between 2008 and 2017, from a total of 783 in 2008, to 550 in 2017.  This decrease alone is 

one that should be of concern, particularly when there is a need for accurate and factual 

information in light of “fake news” and social media.  Specifically, the New Zealand Herald, 

which saw the largest decrease in election articles of 44.7%, indicates that the tabloid nature of 

newspapers means less political reporting, even when the quantity of the pages that make up 

the newspaper, and the adjusted font size, are not dissimilar from its previous format as a 

broadsheet.  The Dominion Post and Otago Daily Times also saw significant decreases in 

election reporting between 2008 and 2017, although it was not as drastic a decline as the New 

Zealand Herald.  This would imply that the continuation of their broadsheet formats likely 

contributed to a scale of decline that was not as substantial.  The Otago Daily Times saw the 

smallest decrease in election reporting, probably owed in large part to the fact that it is the only 

independent newspaper and thus does not have the same commercial pressures as the other two 

newspapers. 

 

Shorts as a source for election reporting also declined between 2008 and 2017, but not to the 

same degree as articles.  The examples on display show that they are a very worthwhile source 

of information for the reader, offering concise but valuable information on everything from 

policy, to day-to-day campaign coverage.  If we are indeed in a post-truth environment where 

election articles are declining in numbers, as the previously discussed results would suggest, 
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then shorts would seem to be important. The shift from shorts that were formatted like 

campaign diaries towards a NIB format can be considered both positively and negatively, based 

on the value that one would attribute to each of the formats, and what this could mean in a post-

truth environment.  However, their continuation between 2008 and 2017 should be considered 

as beneficial, and their inclusion in the 2020 election and beyond is something that could be 

looked into with future study. 

 

Week-by-week analysis of election coverage showed that peak reporting of election articles 

was in Week 4 in 2008, and Week 3 in 2017.  The decrease in information in the final week of 

the campaign may on the face of it appear concerning, but until we know the content of this 

information (policy or non-policy), a judgment cannot be made in this chapter.  If the final 

week of a campaign is dominated by policy-based coverage, then this would not necessarily be 

viewed as a negative change.  This will be addressed in the following chapter.  Results from 

week-by-week analysis of shorts were inadequate to draw any conclusions, given the quantity 

of shorts in each newspaper in both 2008 and 2017 were wide-ranging. 

 

Placement of election articles is important.  In both 2008 and 2017, the dominant section of 

choice for all newspapers was the election features, although this declined in 2017.  Given that 

the front page, and the first few pages that follow, are the most read sections in the newspaper, 

it would stand to reason that important information should be placed there.  However, election 

features that were once on the first few pages of the newspaper in 2008 were pushed much 

further back in 2017, often to the tenth page.  The increase in opinion articles and editorials 

that accompanied this change meant that readers were likely to get a more biased perspective 

of the election, and less of the reporting style that would normally be written by a journalist.  

The New Zealand Herald saw a substantial decrease in the number of election articles it placed 

on the front page, from 8.1% to 3.3%, likely due to its tabloid format.  The Dominion Post and 

the Otago Daily Times actually increased how much election coverage it put on the front page.  

Accompanying this change, however, was an increase in “horse race” coverage on the front 

page, which does little to keep the public informed on issues of substance. 

 

Reduced coverage of election campaign reporting, and the changes in placement and branding 

of these stories would seem to imply a reduction in information that is useful to voters.  This, 

however, needs further inquiry, which is not done within this thesis.   
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The following chapter will analyse policy and non-policy coverage of the 2008 and 2017 

election. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Stage Two:  
Types of Election Coverage 

 

 

Introduction  

This chapter will present the results from the quantitative analysis conducted on the New 

Zealand Herald, the Dominion Post, and the Otago Daily Times that focused on the types of 

election coverage reported in the 2008 and 2017 election, specifically policy and non-policy 

coverage. 

 

To reiterate from Chapter three, the articles and shorts forming the sample in Stage One of the 

study provided the sample for this chapter, or Stage Two of research.  Each story was coded 

for its overarching focus (policy or non-policy), and its policy subject (selected from 26 

categories) or its non-policy theme (selected from seven categories).  If policy was the 

dominant feature of a story, it was coded as Policy Focus.  This meant that more than half of 

the story was related to policy, and included stories that stated policy details, gave an overview 

of policy announcements made by politicians or political parties, went into further analysis 

about the policy, and stories that comprised of discussions or arguments on policy issues 

between opposition politicians and members of the public.  If non-policy was the dominant 

feature of a story, it was coded as Non-Policy Focus.  This meant that more than half of the 

story was related to non-policy themes such as polls, coalition options, or daily campaigning.  

If a story mentioned a policy, but was largely focused on non-policy issues, it was coded as 

Non-Policy Focus.  

 

 

Policy versus Non-Policy Coverage 

This section will address the balance of policy and non-policy coverage in the three newspapers 

during the 2008 and 2017 election campaigns.  It will first look at the combined coverage of 

articles and shorts (referred to as stories) before considering articles and shorts separately.  This 

is followed by a discussion on the results. 
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Overall policy versus non-policy coverage 

The reporting of election-related coverage shifted from an approach balancing policy and non-

policy in 2008, to more of a non-policy focus in 2017.  While non-policy themes were the 

majority of campaign stories in 2008 at 52%, it was close to an even split with a significant 

number consisting of policy subjects at 48% (Figure 5.1).  There was a decrease of policy 

stories in 2017 to 32% – less than one third of total coverage.  This meant that more than two 

thirds of all election coverage had a non-policy focus.  

 

 
Figure 5.1: Percentage of overall coverage of policy and non-policy focuses, 2008 and 2017. 

 
 

 

In total, there were 450 policy and 484 non-policy stories in 2008 across the three stories – a 

minor difference (Table 5.1).  A closer look shows that the Dominion Post had the least amount 

of policy coverage overall, at 42.5%.  The New Zealand Herald and the Otago Daily Times 

actually had more of a focus on policy than non-policy, but only just, with both consisting of 

just under 51% policy. This means that it was the Dominion Post figures that took the overall 

combined percentage of non-policy stories across the three newspapers to over 50%. 
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Table 5.1: Breakdown of stories framed as policy or non-policy, 2008 and 2017.  

 2008 2017 
 Policy Non-Policy Policy Non-Policy 

New Zealand Herald 50.9 % 49.1 % 32.3% 67.7% 
Dominion Post 42.5% 57.5% 30.2% 69.8% 
Otago Daily Times 50.7% 49.3% 35.3% 64.7% 

 

 

A breakdown of policy and non-policy stories in 2017 provides very different results.  With a 

total of 221 policy stories, and 460 non-policy stories, it is clear that there was a shift away 

from the more balanced and equal proportion of coverage that was seen in 2008.  Each 

newspaper was fairly similar in terms of how much coverage it allocated to policy and non-

policy coverage.  Approximately two-thirds of overall coverage was on non-policy themes, and 

just one third was attributed to policy.  As in 2008, the Dominion Post had the least amount of 

policy coverage in 2017 as well at 30.2%.  The Otago Daily Times had the least amount of 

reporting on policy issues at 35.3%.  

 

In order to compare and contrast how each newspaper balanced policy and non-policy election 

coverage more precisely, the following sections will breakdown the focus of articles and shorts. 

 

 

Article coverage of policy versus non-policy 

When analysing articles on their own, the trend and shift towards a high percentage of non-

policy coverage is confirmed (Figure 5.2).  The figures are very similar to the overall coverage 

(which includes shorts).  2008 saw a total of 46% of all articles related to policy topics, in 

comparison to 48% of total combined coverage discussed earlier, which meant that shorts 

covered policy more significantly often than articles did in comparison to the overall 

percentage.  The 2017 percentage share of policy and non-policy articles remained the same as 

overall coverage, which meant that articles and shorts had the same proportion of policy and 

non-policy coverage. 
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Figure 5.2: Percentage of article coverage of policy and non-policy focuses, 2008 and 2017. 

 
 

 

The proportion of policy articles in the Dominion Post was surprisingly low in 2008, at just 

35% (Table 5.2).  This is in comparison to its overall coverage of policy (including shorts) of 

nearly 43%.  Yet again, the New Zealand Herald and the Otago Daily Times had very similar 

proportions of policy and non-policy coverage, with non-policy having a slightly larger 

majority of just over 50%.  However, this is in contrast to overall coverage in both newspapers 

where policy was the majority, albeit only just.   

 

 
Table 5.2: Breakdown of articles framed as policy or non-policy, 2008 and 2017.  

 2008 2017 
 Policy Non-Policy Policy Non-Policy 

New Zealand Herald 49.6% 50.4% 34.0% 66.0% 
Dominion Post 35.0% 65.0% 25.2% 74.8% 
Otago Daily Times 49.2% 50.8% 35.5% 64.5% 

 

 

The 2017 figures contrast strongly with the 2008 combined breakdown of articles.  As the 

overall trend would suggest, the Dominion Post had the lowest percentage of policy articles 

again in 2017.  However, at 25.2%, the share is much lower than the already small percentage 
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of overall coverage at just over 30%.  The New Zealand Herald and the Otago Daily Times 

tracked similarly again, with around 35% of policy articles – approximately 10% more than 

the Dominion Post. 

 

While the Dominion Post had few policy articles in 2008 when compared to the New Zealand 

Herald and the Otago Daily Times, its decrease in policy articles in 2017 was only 9.8% in 

comparison to 15.6% and 13.7%.  It still had significantly less policy in 2017 than the other 

two newspapers, but the decline between 2008 and 2017 was not as drastic.  This does not, 

however, provide us with any reasons as to why the Dominion Post had so few policy articles 

– or, perhaps, why it had so many non-policy articles – in both years.  Considering the capital 

of New Zealand is home to the Dominion Post, one may assume it would be more abreast of 

substantive political issues than it appeared to be in these elections, considering newspaper 

content also reflects the availability of sources, and thus it would arguably be easier and cheaper 

for the Dominion Post to cover national politics than it is for other newspapers.  Therefore, it 

would be fair to assume that, given its location, one might expect the Dominion Post to at least 

have similar policy coverage to that of the New Zealand Herald and the Dominion Post.  Instead, 

it had up to 14.6% less coverage.  

 

The Dominion Post was a broadsheet in both 2008 and 2017, and as briefly mentioned in 

Chapter Four, is one of the reasons we can assume that the overall decrease in election coverage 

was not as substantial as the New Zealand Herald, which had changed to tabloid format in 2012 

and saw a decrease in election coverage on a larger scale.  Broadsheets, supposedly, are more 

focused on substantive issues than tabloids, which may suggest that the Dominion Post is an 

anomaly.  Certainly, the Otago Daily Times, in its capacity as a broadsheet, managed a high 

proportion of policy coverage in 2008, and the highest policy coverage across the newspapers 

in 2017.  Therefore, it may be beneficial for any future study to look at the Dominion Post 

following its recent shift to a tabloid in 2018, and measure the amount of policy coverage it has 

presently.  Because the New Zealand Herald and the Otago Daily Times had very similar 

figures in both 2008 and 2017, it would be easy to assume that their coverage reflects the 

general reporting of other New Zealand newspapers.  This, of course, is not possible without 

looking at those other newspapers, but such a similarity gives weight to the possibility that the 

Dominion Post’s coverage of elections may be inconsistent with overall newspaper coverage.   
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It must be noted that, despite such a large decrease in election reporting between 2008 and 

2017 of nearly 50%, the New Zealand Herald as a tabloid only had a policy decrease of 15.6% 

in comparison.  This does not take away from the significant decrease in policy coverage itself, 

but does raise the question of how tabloids balance policy versus non-policy coverage in an 

election.  One could surmise that, while tabloids have – or at least the New Zealand Herald has 

– less election coverage in general, the proportion of policy coverage they do include is still 

relatively similar to the proportion of other newspapers.  Again, as with the Dominion Post, 

this cannot be substantiated without first looking at other newspapers, but it does add support 

to the thesis that we have moved into a post-truth environment generally, rather than just a 

major change as a result of the shift to tabloid alone.  Regardless of the reasons behind the 

discrepancies in policy versus non-policy coverage, the amount of non-policy coverage in 2017 

across all three newspapers is of concern.   

 

The comparison of policy and non-policy coverage on a weekly basis over the period of this 

study offers some interesting analysis as an addition to previous data.  In Chapter Four, it was 

suggested that if there was enough policy coverage in the final week of the campaign, the 

sudden drop in election coverage in the final week would not be as detrimental to the possible 

effect it has on informing the voter.  In both 2008 and 2017, election coverage was lowest in 

Week 1 and Week 5.  It was reasoned that, even with a smaller number of election stories, a 

focus on policy would balance this out.  However, in both years, there was a steady decrease 

in policy coverage, and a steady increase in non-policy coverage, particularly in the final week.  

 

In 2008, policy was most dominant in Week 1 and Week 2, consisting of 62.8% and 53.1% of 

all campaign coverage in newspaper articles (Table 5.3).  The decline itself was rather steady 

in the first four weeks, but saw a sudden drop from 43.7% to 30.9% in the final week. 

 

 

Table 5.3: Policy and non-policy articles, week-by-week, 2008. 

 Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 
Policy 62.8% 53.1% 48.1% 43.7% 30.9% 
Non-Policy 37.2% 46.9% 51.9% 56.3% 69.1% 
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The 2017 election largely followed the same declining trend in policy coverage over the 

campaign period, although had a slight increase from Week 2 to Week 3, before continuing on 

a downward trend (Table 5.4).  Week 1 started off with noticeably less policy coverage, 

however, than in 2008, with less than half of articles being related in policy.  By Week 5, a 

significant 77.8% of all coverage was non-policy related. 

 

 

Table 5.4: Policy and non-policy articles, week-by-week, 2017. 

 Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 
Policy 40.1% 34.7% 35.6% 30.3% 22.2% 
Non-Policy 59.1% 65.3% 64.4% 69.7% 77.8% 

 

 

This could suggest two possibilities.  The first is that the timing of policy releases and 

announcements, which are usually complete by the last week of the campaign, could mean 

there is no new policy itself to report on, especially in the final week.  It could also be argued 

that as the campaign moves on, newspapers see it as less and less about policy, and more about 

the excitement of horse race.  This is concerning because the time closest to the election itself 

is where scrutiny of policy and politicians, arguably, needs to be most evident, as voters are 

soon to make the important decision on who to vote for.  Such an increase in non-policy 

coverage does give weight to the idea of a campaign as a race. 

 

 

Shorts coverage of policy versus non-policy 

Not surprisingly, the 2008 policy and non-policy breakdown of shorts does not mirror the 

proportion of overall coverage; the comparative drop in policy articles meant that there must 

have been more policy covered by shorts (Figure 5.3).  With more than 60% policy, this was 

very much the case.  By 2017, however, an obvious flip meant it was non-policy shorts that 

were occupying 65% of election coverage. 
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Figure 5.3: Percentage of shorts coverage of policy and non-policy topics, 2008 and 2017. 

 
 

As in Chapter Four, the wide variation across each newspaper and the lack of consistency 

means the individual newspaper figures are not comparable, and do not provide value to this 

study.  However, the overall shift in balance from policy shorts in 2008 to non-policy in 2017 

warrants discussion.  As mentioned in the previous chapter, shorts are an invaluable way of 

getting important information across to the reader in a clear and concise way.  In 2008, 61% of 

all shorts were policy related.  Given that overall policy coverage across all stories and 

newspapers that year was only slightly less than half of all coverage, it is expected that shorts 

coverage of policy would at least feature a relatively similar amount, although it was the case 

that it featured significantly more.  There are, however, two ways of looking at whether this is 

a positive or negative feature.  One must question whether the large number of policy shorts in 

2008 were at the expense of policy articles. For example, the editorial decision may have been 

made to cram a policy announcement into a NIB or campaign diary in place of a more detailed 

article so that a scandal or non-policy issue could be covered in an article instead.  This would 

mean that while the reader may be informed on the policy, they receive no analysis or 

discussion on it, at the expense of an article on a scandal.  On the other hand, perhaps we should 

be satisfied with any amount of policy coverage the election receives, even if in the form of a 

short, because at least the voter is being informed, albeit if only in brief form. 

 

On the other hand, because of the huge number of non-policy articles in 2017, one would hope 

that policy would at least have been mentioned to a higher degree across the shorts.  At 35%, 
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policy was included in shorts 3% more than articles, so the higher number is not substantial.  

Instead, non-policy consumed both articles and shorts, which meant that policy shorts were 

hardly being published at the expense of policy articles because there was so few of them 

anyway. 

 

Shorts – both NIBs and campaign diaries – will continue to be important ways of 

communicating information briefly if they manage to survive the changes in newsprint.  

However, if they continue the trend and become a means to report purely on non-policy, they 

will become nothing more than snippets of gossip, much like the New Zealand Herald already 

has in the “Spy” section, in which politicians already feature.  As discussed, an article will 

always provide more detail, particularly in relation to policy, which can often be multifaceted 

or complex in nature.  However, if these sorts of articles are on the decline, it would be better 

that the voters were at least partially informed through a NIB or campaign diary than not at all. 

 

 

Discussion 

Similar studies that looked at the 2008, 2014 and 2017 elections provide us with some relevant 

evidence and analysis that are beneficial for consideration.  In particular, Babak Bahador and 

Mark Boyd studied the 2008 and 2014 election in depth, while also comparing media coverage 

of the elections from 2008 to 2014 alongside Kate Roff, with all studies focusing on 

newspapers and television.  Their research method was different in that they selected specific 

references within the newspaper articles and then coded them as policy and non-policy, rather 

than analysing and coding the article as a single unit of analysis as has been done in this thesis, 

then identifying the dominant frame as policy or non-policy.  Thus, while any comparisons 

made between previous research and the results contained within this chapter cannot be treated 

as the same, the previous results are able to offer us some valuable insight by confirming their 

results. 

 

Results from Bahador, Boyd and Roff’s research that studied the 2008, 2011 and 2014 elections 

combined showed an overall shift towards non-policy coverage.  In 2008, references to policy 

issues were the majority at 50.4%, while non-policy was 49.6%.113  These results are relatively 

similar to the findings in this chapter, with 48% of all stories being policy-related, and 52% of 

 
113 Babak Bahador, “2008: Media coverage of the election.” 
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being non-policy related.  In 2011, Bahador et al. found that references to policy had dropped 

to 39.6% and non-policy to 60.4% from 2008.  The study also found that policy had dropped 

further in 2014 to 34.9% and non-policy to 65.1%.  The significant decline in policy references 

is evident, with the largest drop from 2008 to 2011, and another less substantial drop in 2014.114 

 

If we take into account the findings of this chapter, which showed that stories dedicated to 

policy was 32% and non-policy was 68% in 2017, it is easy to find correlation between both 

studies.  The trends identified by Bahador et al. align with the results of this chapter, 

particularly because the initial percentages in 2008 are very similar, and the results of 2017 

would continue the decreasing trend of policy references at a steady rate.  Despite the methods 

differing, the two methods appear to support each other in terms of confirming the declining 

trend in policy coverage.  In terms of methodological implications, either method appeared to 

work appropriately, although a different test would be needed to establish if one worked better 

than the other. 

 

There have been various discussions on why non-policy is the pervasive theme in coverage of 

campaigns and why it is dominant over hard news.  The factors most frequently identified are 

the pressures of the marketplace, the length of modern campaigns, and the conflict between 

campaign operatives and journalists – the latter of which has been identified in New Zealand 

politics by some journalists and reporters.115  The commercial interests of the mainstream 

media means they cannot employ the non-policy or game frame in every single story that it 

reports on.  In order to both maintain and preserve its audience, and stimulate people’s interest 

in politics, it is arguably necessary sometimes for the media to portray politics as a game.  

Indeed, how is the Fourth Estate able to uphold its responsibility to inform the public if it has 

no audience to inform?  Politics is not stimulating or interesting for everyone, and too many 

policy or substance-based frames that focus on policies would likely be overlooked or ignored.  

However, an overload of news that frames politics as a game means that voters are unlikely to 

be sufficiently informed, and thus ill-equipped to choose wisely between parties and their 

policies.  It has become a balancing act and the pace at which the media is trending towards 

commercialisation, and the subsequent tabloidisation of the news, has resulted in an increased 

 
114 Babak Bahador, Mark Boyd and Katherine Roff, “Media Coverage of New Zealand Elections, 2008-2014), 
in Politics and the Media, eds. Geoff Kemp, Babak Bahador, Kate McMillan and Chris Rudd (Auckland: 
Auckland University Press, 2016). 
115 For example, Nicola Kean in “’Boom, Shake the Room’: Producing a political TV show in one of New 
Zealand’s most explosive election campaigns.” 
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desire to report on non-policy.  This balancing act, however, has clearly not been managed well 

based on the results of this research, considering the significant retreat from policy discussion 

that has been identified. 

 

 

Focus of Policy Election Coverage 

This section will address the subject focus of policy articles.  It will first look at the subject 

focus of articles and shorts combined (referred to as stories) before considering articles and 

shorts separately.  This is followed by a discussion on the results. 

 

 

Overall policy focus 

Given the financial crisis and economic recession of 2008, it is not surprising that the economy 

consumed the campaign as the top policy subject with 91 stories (Figure 5.4).  Education and 

justice, law and order came in a distant second, with 35 stories each, although still a significant 

number in comparison to other issues.  The likes of health, education and tax are always 

important election issues, and so they too got a fair amount of coverage, but not nearly as much 

as the economy.  Kiwisaver was a major election issue in 2008 due to the financial crisis, as 

was welfare with the prospect of so many people losing their jobs.  Government also featured 

heavily in this election due to ongoing discussions around Maori seats, which became an 

important part of potential coalition negotiation talks.  Other policy subjects such as foreign 

affairs and arts, culture and heritage received little to no coverage at all. 

 

As previously analysed in Chapter Four, issues to do with the economy featured so heavily on 

the front page in 2008 that a category of its own had to be created to reinforce its prominence 

in the election.  To reiterate, the economy consisted of between 30.4% and 44.4% of all election 

coverage on the front page.  While such an important subject, both in New Zealand and 

internationally, such coverage essentially drowned out most other policy coverage.  This is not 

to say that the economy should have received less attention than it did.  In fact, given the 

severity of the impact the global financial crisis was about to unleash on the world, there would 

probably have not been any situation in which it could have been over-reported.  The reporting, 

however, was at the expense of every other policy subject. 
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Figure 5.4: Subject focus of stories framed as policy, 2008. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.5: Subject focus of stories framed as policy, 2017. 
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The policy subjects that received priority coverage in 2017 were relatively similar to those of 

2008 (Figure 5.5).  Given the nature of National’s and Labour’s campaign, it is unsurprising 

that tax garnered the greatest volume of coverage.  It is worthy to note, however, that the grand 

total of 35 stories related to tax in 2017 is pointedly lower than the 91 stories about the economy 

in 2008.  Conversely, the global financial crisis was a prominent issue in 2008 as previously 

discussed, both nationally and internationally, and so it comes as no surprise that it received 

far more coverage in comparison to any subject in 2017.  As expected, health, education and 

justice, law and order consumed a majority of coverage, with some at similar levels to those in 

2008.  Housing was a major election issue in 2017 and its figure reflects that.  As in 2008, 

minor subjects such as immigration and primary and rural industries, received only limited 

amounts of coverage. 

 

Tax was a hot-button issue in 2017.  Almost from the moment Jacinda Ardern was made leader 

of the Labour Party, she was criticised about her tax agenda, from not only the main opposition 

party, National, but also politicians and parties from all sides of the political sphere, and the 

media and the public alike.  Ardern had made a “captain’s call” to not rule out a capital gains 

tax (which had not been an option when Andrew Little was leader), and also talked of the 

possibility of a number of other taxes, of which the ones that would affect the rural sector were 

easily targeted by the National Party.  With Ardern’s rise to leadership came so much 

uncertainty about Labour’s tax plan that there were daily headlines about it (Figure 5.6, Figure 

5.7, and Figure 5.8). 

 

 

Figure 5.6: Headline on tax, the New Zealand Herald, September 11, 2017. 
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Figure 5.7: Headline on tax, the Otago Daily Times, September 12, 2017. 

 
 

 

Figure 5.8: Headline on tax, the Dominion Post, September 14, 2017. 

 
 

 

Despite tax being the most prominent subject focus in 2017, election coverage was not as 

concentrated in relation to it as the economy was to other election coverage in 2008.  The usual 

election subjects were covered in some degree of detail 2017, but all less so than they were in 

2008.  It is interesting to note that transport did not receive a huge amount of newspaper 

coverage, despite the impression that it was a significant election issue, alongside the 

environment (such as cleaning up New Zealand rivers).  It could be that these subjects were 

covered more in television coverage, but their lack of prominence in newspaper reporting is 

apparent. 

 

 

Policy focus of articles 

The economy was, as expected, the top policy focus across each newspapers in 2008, 

considering its significance in the overall figures (Table 5.5).  The Dominion Post had the 

highest percentage of policy related articles at 29.9%, nearly a third of all policy coverage, 

while the New Zealand Herald and the Otago Daily Times had 18.7% and 21.3% respectively.  

The Dominion Post again had the highest percentage allocated to justice, law and order, health 

and tax (all 8.5%).  Infrastructure featured in all newspapers, although taking this into account, 

received the least amount of coverage as a whole across the three.  Drugs (including alcohol) 

was the only policy subject not mentioned in any of the newspapers, although this was 

predictable.  While drug and alcohol reform is not a new concept, it has become more 

prominent in previous years (such as in 2013 when the most recent alcohol reforms were 

introduced) and particularly in the 2017 campaign, so was still included in the 2008 study. 
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Table 5.5: Breakdown of policy articles by subject focus, 2008. 
 

New Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago Daily 
Times 

Arts, Culture & Heritage  - - 1.1% 
Broadcasting  1.0%  - - 
Communities  1.6% 2.8% 1.1% 
Defence & Security  0.5% 2.8% 1.1% 
Drugs  - - - 
Economy  18.7% 29.9% 21.3% 
Education  7.8% 4.2% 5.3% 
Energy  0.5% 2.8% - 
Environment  3.1% - 4.2% 
Families  0.5% - - 
Foreign Affairs & Trade  1.0% - 1.1% 
Government  4.7% 5.6% 7.5% 
Health  4.1% 8.5% 6.4% 
Housing & Construction  1.6% 1.4% 2.1% 
Immigration  3.6% 2.8% 1.1% 
Infrastructure  0.5% 1.4% 1.1% 
Justice, Law & Order  8.3% 8.5% 4.2% 
Kiwisaver  7.3% 2.8% 5.3% 
Labour & Employment  4.1% 4.2% 2.1% 
Maori Issues  3.6% 1.4% 2.1% 
Information Technology  1.0% - 1.1% 
Primary & Rural Issues  2.6% - 2.1% 
Science & Research  1.0% - 2.1% 
Tax  6.2% 8.5% 4.2% 
Transport  4.7% 1.4% 2.1% 
Welfare  6.2% 8.5% 9.6% 
Overview of Policy  5.6% 8.5% 11.7% 

 

 

Unlike 2008, where the top combined policy focus was also shared across the three newspapers, 

such a status quo was not seen in 2017.  While tax was the overall top policy subject in 2017, 

it was ranked third in terms of coverage in the Otago Daily Times at only 11.5% (Table 5.6).  

This was in comparison to 17.9% and 17.2% for the New Zealand Herald and the Dominion 

Post respectively.  Indeed, this extended to a number of other policies.  For example, the New 

Zealand Herald had double the percentage of coverage on education as the Dominion Post at 

8.2% and 4.9 respectively, but the Otago Daily Times had it at its second highest of all policy 

subjects at 13.2%.  Arts, culture and heritage, defence and security, government and Kiwisaver 
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did not constitute any policy coverage at all in 2017, while many others only had one or two 

related articles.   

 

 
Table 5.6: Breakdown of policy articles by subject focus, 2017. 

  New Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago Daily 
Times 

Arts, Culture & Heritage  - - - 
Broadcasting  1.4% 4.9% 1.6% 
Communities  - - 1.6% 
Defence & Security  - - - 
Drugs  2.7% 2.4% - 
Economy  5.5% 2.4% 6.6% 
Education  8.2% 4.9% 13.2% 
Energy  - - - 
Environment  5.5% 2.4% 9.8% 
Families  2.7% 7.3% - 
Foreign Affairs & Trade  6.8% 2.4% 1.6% 
Government  - - - 
Health  6.8% 4.9% 14.9% 
Housing & Construction  9.6% 9.8% 9.8% 
Immigration  - 2.4% 1.6% 
Infrastructure  1.4% 2.4% 1.6% 
Justice, Law & Order  5.5% 7.3% 3.3% 
Kiwisaver  - - - 
Labour & Employment  2.7% - 3.3% 
Maori Issues  1.4% - - 
Information Technology  - 7.3% 1.6% 
Primary & Rural Issues  5.5% - 1.6% 
Science & Research  - - 1.6% 
Tax  17.9% 17.2% 11.5% 
Transport  2.7% 12.3% - 
Welfare  2.7% 2.4% 1.6% 
Overview of Policy  11.0% 7.3% 13.2% 

 

 

Policy focus of shorts 

As with other sections throughout this thesis, the further the results of shorts are broken down, 

the less they have to offer the overall argument due to the wide discrepancy in how many each 
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newspaper had in both 2008 and 2017, and so only a brief discussion of the significant results 

ensues.   

 

 
Table 5.7: Breakdown of policy shorts by subject focus, 2008 and 2017. 

  New Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion Post Otago Daily 
Times 

 2008 2017 2008 2017 2008 2017 
Arts, Culture & Heritage  - - - 1 - - 
Broadcasting  - - 2 - - - 
Communities  - - 3 2 - - 
Economy  8 - 12 - - - 
Education  6 - 6 6 1 1 
Energy  - - - - - 1 
Environment  - - - 1 1 - 
Foreign Affairs & Trade  - - - 2 1 - 
Government  - - 3 -  - 
Health  2 - 7 5 1 2 
Housing & Construction  1 - 2 3 - 1 
Infrastructure  1 - 2 2 - 1 
Justice, Law & Order  3 - 5 3 1 - 
Kiwisaver  1 - 1 - - - 
Labour & Employment  - 1 - - - - 
Maori Issues  - - 2 - - 1 
Primary & Rural Issues  - - - 3 - 1 
Tax  2 - 7 - 1 1 
Transport  2 - 1 3 - 1 
Welfare  1 - 4 2 2 2 
Total 27 1 57 33 8 12 

 

 

Discussion 

If, in a democracy, coverage of policy subjects is important during an election campaign, then 

so too is ensuring that all policies are covered.  Of course, policies such as health, tax, education, 

and law reforms will always receive more attention than others that do not affect as many 

people in society, particularly on everyday life.  However, an informed voter would ideally 

have an overview of most policies, and considering the large majority get their information 

from the media (rather than, for example, the policy sections on each party’s website), 

newspapers should be covering all policy subjects to a degree. 
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In 2008, 75% of all policy focus coverage was concentrated into the top 11 of 25 subjects (or 

44% of all subjects).  In 2017, 75% of all policy focus was concentrated into the top seven of 

25 subjects (or 28% of all subjects).  The policy coverage is not ideal in either year, considering 

the remaining 14 and 18 subjects only received 25% of policy coverage in 2008 and 2017 

respectively.  However, the concentration in 2008 is not to the same degree as in 2017.  There 

was also only one subject that did not get covered in 2008, whereas three did not in 2017. 

 

To reiterate, the amount of concentration of policy coverage on just a few subjects is not 

preferable in either 2008 or 2017.  However, the overall retreat from policy discussion that was 

discussed earlier in this chapter between 2008 and 2017 is further emphasised by the increase 

in concentration of the number of policy subjects that received coverage between 2008 and 

2017.  It is important that a range of policies are given media coverage, but this decreased 

between 2008 and 2017.  In a post-truth environment, this results in a further retreat from policy 

discussion. 

 

With the overall retreat from policy discussion between 2008 and 2017 also came a large retreat 

in policy discussion in shorts, as previously discussed.  However, unlike articles, the 

concentration was not so great in 2017 for the Dominion Post and the Otago Daily Times.  It is 

important to take into account that Table 5.7 does not include all of the policy subjects that 

were contained in articles – only those that were contained in shorts – so the number of policies 

that were covered is automatically less than in articles.  However, the concentration is not to 

the same degree.  This further emphasises the benefit in including shorts on election coverage 

in newspapers. 

 

 

Focus of Non-Policy Election Coverage 

This section will address the thematic focus of non-policy articles.  It will first look at the 

thematic focus of articles and shorts combined (referred to as stories) before considering 

articles and shorts separately.  This is followed by a discussion on the results. 
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Overall non-policy focus 

Non-policy topics were the majority of stories in the 2008 election by a slim margin of 52%, 

and it is “the campaign” that dominates them (Figure 5.9).  As a point of comparison, it received 

65% more coverage than both the next highest non-policy topic, and the top policy topic – the 

“horse race” was neck and neck with the economy, with 92 stories.  References to scandal and 

gaffes was significant, particularly given a number of scandals involved high profile politicians 

in both years.  Even objective stories about the election received more coverage than many 

policy topics.  Local stories were usually a series regular with a focus on a particular town or 

district and its distinct characteristics and issues, so their representation is expected.  

 

 
Figure 5.9: Thematic focus of stories framed as non-policy, 2008. 

 
 

 

With 460 non-policy stories in 2017 – 24 less than in 2008 – a decrease in certain subcategories 

would be expected.  The rather drastic drop of more than half of the subcategories, however, is 

interesting.  While “the campaign” increased by a significant 40% to 210 stories, local issues 

and “the election” essentially saw no change, and the other four subcategories saw a decrease 

of between 25% and 50% (Figure 5.10).  Personality and leadership were essential aspects of 

both elections, but it is surprising that the 2017 campaign focused so little on it, particularly 

because of the sudden leadership change of the Labour Party – Jacinda Ardern was named 

leader of the party on 1 August, just over three weeks before Writ Day.  With a brand new 
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Leader of the Opposition, and a Prime Minister that had been in the role for less than a year, 

one could reasonably expect that the topic of leadership would have been more prominent.   
 

 

Figure 5.10: Thematic focus of stories framed as non-policy, 2017. 

 
 

  

Non-policy focus of articles 

There was more consistency across each newspaper in regards to how the covered non-policy 

topics in articles.  The campaign was clearly the most covered theme of the election, with the 

Dominion Post attributing 35.6% - much larger than other focuses across both policy and non-

policy (Table 5.8).  The New Zealand Herald attributed the least amount of coverage to the 

campaign due to its more varied and less concentrated means of reporting, and the Otago Daily 

Times with only slightly more.  Articles about the election in an objective capacity were given 

the smallest share of coverage in each newspaper in terms of non-policy themes, between 3.6% 

and 5.2%. 

 
Articles in the New Zealand Herald that focused on the horse race came second to the campaign 

at 20.9%, while there was more of a focus on personality and leadership than the other 

newspapers.  Scandals and gaffes contributed to the second most common form of non-policy 

article in the Dominion Post, followed by the horse race.  There was very little coverage on the 

personal life and leadership of politicians, and even less on the election objectively.  The Otago 
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Daily Times had a much more evenly divided share of non-policy articles with five of the seven 

topics receiving at least 12.5% of the coverage.  It devoted a lot less of its reporting to scandals 

and gaffes to the other newspapers, but focused far more on local issues in comparison.  As the 

Otago Daily Times services quite a rural area, with a number of rural districts, this is to be 

expected. 

 

 

Table 5.8: Breakdown of non-policy articles by thematic focus, 2008. 

  New Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago Daily 
Times 

Coalition/MMP 9.7% 9.8% 16.7% 
Horse race  20.9% 17.4% 16.7% 
Individual  19.9% 9.1% 12.5% 
Local Issues  4.1% 6.1% 13.5% 
Scandals/gaffes  16.8% 18.2% 8.3% 
The campaign  25.0% 35.6% 27.1% 
The election (objective)  3.6% 3.8% 5.2% 

 

 

Unlike in 2008, the campaign was the most covered non-policy theme in 2017 across all 

newspapers, the highest at 44.1% from the Otago Daily Times (Table 5.9).  The New Zealand 

Herald had the lowest percentage coverage again, although it increased by over 10%.  Articles 

about the election were once again the least covered theme, and there was a general decrease 

in reporting on individual politicians.  The New Zealand Herald saw an increase in the coverage 

of local issues to 12%, the highest across all newspapers.  It had a significant decrease in 

focusing on individual politicians, and had the least amount of coverage on scandals and gaffes.  

The Dominion Post also increased its local issue coverage in 2017, but had a significant 

decrease on the overall horse race of the campaign.  It was otherwise very similar in its share 

of non-policy coverage as in 2008.  There were rather significant changes in how the Otago 

Daily Times reported on non-policy themes in 2017.  As already highlighted, coverage on the 

campaign increased dramatically from 27.1% in 2008 to 44.1% in 2017.  As a result, articles 

on the individual politician, the horse race, coalition options and MMP, and local issues 

decreased quite significantly.  It was interesting to see that local issues only received 7.2% of 

coverage, considering the area in which the Otago Daily Times is based.   
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Table 5.9: Breakdown of non-policy articles by thematic focus, 2017. 

  New Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion  
Post 

Otago Daily 
Times 

Coalition/MMP 9.9% 7.4% 6.3% 
Horse race  16.9% 10.6% 20.7% 
Individual  11.2% 9.0% 2.7% 
Local Issues  12.0% 9.0% 7.2% 
Scandals/gaffes  9.2% 15.6% 13.6% 
The campaign  35.9% 41.0% 44.1% 
The election (objective)  4.9% 7.4% 5.4% 

 

 

Non-policy focus of shorts 

Of the non-policy shorts that the New Zealand Herald published in 2017, 14 of the 16 were 

based on the campaign (Table 5.10).  This is because it had a series regular feature that 

compared the day-to-day campaigning of Helen Clark and John Key, and what they had been 

doing, usually the day prior.  The Dominion Post also had a series regular (that featured far 

more often than that of the New Zealand Herald) that focused on more than just the day-to-day 

campaigning of the main party leaders.  Called “Today in Politics,” it did not focus entirely on 

the election.  However, the campaign did feature more heavily in its final few weeks.  It covered 

everything from polls to gaffes made by prominent politicians and, of course the campaign.  

With only two non-policy shorts, the Otago Daily Times reported on the campaign and the 

election once each. 

 

 
Table 5.10: Breakdown of non-policy shorts by thematic focus, 2008 and 2017. 

  New Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion  
Post 

Otago Daily 
Times 

 2008 2017 2008 2017 2008 2017 
Individual  1 - 1 2 - 1 
Horse race  1 1 11 6 - 2 
Coalition/MMP - - 3 3 - - 
Scandals/gaffes  - - 12 5 - 2 
The campaign  14 12 13 31 1 17 
The election (objective)  - - 1 2 1 1 
Total 16 13 41 49 2 23 
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As in 2008, the majority of shorts in the New Zealand Herald reported on ‘the campaign’ in 

2017, with only one focusing on the horse race (Table 5.10).  The Dominion Post saw an 

increase in the amount of shorts based on ‘the campaign,’ from 13 to 31.  However, the 

newspaper had relatively similar numbers across the other non-policy topics from year to year.  

The Otago Daily Times went from two non-policy shorts in 2008, to 23 in 2017, and so had far 

more opportunity to cover more topics.  As with the other newspapers, ‘the campaign’ featured 

most prominently.  Aside from shorts on individual politicians, each other topic was the subject 

of at least one short. 

 

 

Discussion 

The retreat from policy discussion between 2008 and 2017 that was discussed earlier in this 

chapter is further emphasised by the significant increase of articles on the nature of the 

campaign (even with the overall decrease in election articles).  As with policy articles, the 

increase in concentration of non-policy themes as in 2008 – or in this case, the concentration 

of policy coverage into just one subject – is evident.  Thus, with the retreat from policy 

discussion and an increase in concentration on subjects of policy articles also came a 

concentration on articles based on the campaign.  This meant that readers were not just getting 

less policy information, but less information on matters such as coalition options and the 

politicians they will be voting for.  While most would agree that this sort of coverage is less 

important than policy coverage of any subject or nature, it is important that not all non-policy 

coverage on an election is concentrated in one area.  There are a number of reasons this may 

have occurred, however. 

 

Despite the prominence the horse race frame is given in academic literature, it is interesting to 

note that it was not the dominant focus in either of the elections in this research, and far less so 

in 2017.  The horse race was still the second most reported non-policy focus in both elections 

following the campaign, however, but it definitely did not receive the attention that it may do 

in other countries.  To reiterate from Chapter Three, coding for “the campaign” was considered 

the nature of it, including events and activities, and general party coverage.  There are a number 

of possible factors to consider.  First, New Zealand is fortunate to have such easy access to its 

politicians, which includes journalists.  This means they are often on the road with them on the 

campaign trail and can easily report on their daily activities.  New Zealand has an MMP 

electoral system, which means that while there is still very much a focus by the media on which 
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party will win, the very nature of MMP means that coalition options and analysis are well-

reported as well, which is not the same as the horse race. Such a focus on coalition possibilities 

may suggest that New Zealand does not have the same degree of reporting the “race to the 

finish line” as other countries that may have first-past-the-post or presidential systems, 

particularly the latter which focuses primarily on which individual will win, not how the 

government is going to be made up.  New Zealand also has only a small number of major 

polling companies (namely, Colmar Brunton, Reid Research and Roy Morgan Research), 

which means polls are released weekly during the campaign, rather than daily, as in the case 

of the United States where there is no shortage of polling that is constantly released by a 

multitude of organisations.    

 

The rise in the personalisation of politicians that has been seen in other countries, where there 

is ‘a heightened focus on individual politicians and a diminished focus on parties, organisation, 

and institutions,’ was not evident in 2017.116  New Zealand’s parliamentary system, where 

parties play a bigger role than the individual party leader, is the likely reason for the lack of 

increase.117  In the lead-up to the 2008 election, there was a widespread expectation that the 

campaign would be heavily focused on the leaders of the Labour Party and the National Party.  

Helen Clark was emphasised by the Labour Party as a leader with experience, unlike John Key 

who was inexperienced.  The National Party, on the other hand, presented their leader’s 

“freshness” as a virtue, which was repeatedly raised in John Key’s speeches throughout the 

campaign.  The same strategies were used in 2017 campaign, albeit reversed for both parties.  

Bill English, despite only having been Prime Minister and leader of the National Party for less 

than a year at this point, was portrayed by the National Party as the “rock” who got New 

Zealand through the global financial crisis, despite tough times like the Canterbury earthquake.  

Jacinda Ardern, conversely, was presented by the Labour Party as a “fresh face” – which was 

ironic, given that Labour’s slogan when Andrew Little was leader a mere few days earlier was 

“A Fresh Approach.”  Despite these predictions, and much of the public sentiment that both 

elections were indeed all about personality, the results do not find that the newspaper coverage 

of the elections were presidentialised, particularly in 2017. 

 

 
116 Gideon Rahat and Tamir Sheafar, “The Personalization(s) of Politics: Israel 1949-2003,” Political 
Communication 24, no. 1 (January 2007), 67.  
117 Janet Takens, Wouter van Atteveldt, Anita van Hoof and Jan Kleinnijenhuis, “Media logic in election 
campaign coverage,” European Journal of Communication 28, no.3 (June 2013): 280. 
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As with any election, scandals and gaffes featured heavily in both 2008 and 2017, but to a 

lesser degree in the latter.  Scandals involving Winston Peters, leader of New Zealand First, 

existed in both.  In 2008, Peters attracted a lot of media attention over controversial payments 

regarding party donations and legal services.  The Serious Fraud Office was involved, and he 

ultimately stepped down as Minister of Foreign Affairs.  He denied the allegations that were 

levelled against him, and was ultimately cleared of any wrongdoing, but only two weeks before 

the election, which meant that the media was covering the issue at a crucial time during the 

campaign.  In 2017, Winston Peters and controversy once again made an appearance in the 

newspaper headlines, this time due to superannuation overpayments which had been leaked to 

the media.  The Ministry of Social Development admitted it had been an error, but Peters’ 

outrage at the leak and its origins meant that it remained in the headlines even after it was 

revealed that he was not at fault.  The other major scandal in 2017 was the claim by Steven 

Joyce that there was an $11.7 billion hole in the Labour Party’s planned spending.  This 

particular scandal dominated this campaign, and many questions were raised about the media’s 

handling of it.  Nicola Kean, a producer for The Nation, argued that despite it not taking long 

for Joyce’s claim to be rubbished, in a fast-moving environment like an election campaign 

where interviews and press conferences are often reported immediately – or even live online – 

a huge amount of potential damage could have been done with the original headline.  Kean 

suggests that it could have been in fact, at worst, a cynical ploy by Joyce who knew that, despite 

the media being unable to fact check the claim immediately, they would be reporting it 

anyway.118   

 

These results suggest the lack of a rise in much of what has been witnessed in other countries 

in recent years, such as the horse race and presidentialisation, is because of New Zealand’s 

parliamentary system where the “finish line” is often more about which parties will make up 

the government, rather than one particular party, and the overall focus on parties as a whole, 

rather than its leader.  Thus, the retreat from policy discussion and the increase in non-policy 

election coverage in New Zealand meant an increased focus on the campaign itself, which is 

the easiest thing to cover, given the accessibility to politicians and their daily activities. 

 

 

 
118 Kean, “’Boom, Shake the Room’: Producing a political TV show in one of New Zealand’s most explosive 
election campaigns,” 128. 
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Overall Leading Subject and Thematic Focuses 

This section identified the top ten leading focuses by number of stories, across both articles 

and shorts, in order to emphasise the retreat from policy discussion and increase in 

concentration of focus. 

 

In 2008, the top 10 focuses consisted of 71.3% of the total coverage (Table 5.11).  This was in 

comparison to 2017, which saw a higher concentration of the focuses in the top 10 with 80.8% 

(Table 5.12).  Six of the seven non-policy themes were included in 2008, with all seven making 

an appearance in 2017.  Of the policy subjects that were included in both years, they were 

always stock standard subjects.  As expected, the campaign consumed the most coverage in 

2008 at 16.1% in total, with the economy as the third most prominent focus overall at 9.7%.  

Education, justice, law and order, and welfare were the only other top leading subjects, and 

made up 11% of total combined coverage. 

 

 
Table 5.11: Leading subject/thematic focus of newspapers, 2008. 

Leading topics Category Stories % of total 
The campaign  Non-policy 150 16.1% 
Horse race  Non-policy 92 9.9% 
Economy Policy 91 9.7% 
Scandal/gaffes Non-policy 77 8.2% 
Individual  Non-policy 65 7.0% 
Coalition/MMP Non-policy 51 5.5% 
Local issues Non-policy 36 3.9% 
Education Policy 35 3.7% 
Justice, Law & Order Policy 35 3.7% 
Welfare Policy 34 3.6% 
Remainder - 268 28.7% 

 

 

The campaign was much more significant in the 2017 election, as previous figures show.  The 

second non-policy theme – the horse race – did not, however, follow this pattern, and so the 

gap between the first and second leading theme widened greatly.  Policy was only the fifth, 

eighth and ninth leading focus, although they were still common election subjects – tax, 

education and the economy. 
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Table 5.12: Leading subject/thematic focus of newspapers, 2017. 

Leading topics Category Stories % of total 
The campaign Non-policy 210 30.8% 
Horse race Non-policy 69 10.1% 
Scandal/gaffes Non-policy 54 7.9% 
Local Issues Non-policy 36 5.3% 
Tax Policy 35 5.1% 
Personality Non-Policy 33 4.9% 
Coalition/MMP Non-Policy 33 4.9% 
Education Policy 28 4.1% 
Economy Policy 27 4.0% 
The election Non-policy 25 3.7% 
Remainder - 131 19.2% 

 

 

As already discussed in previous sections, the dominance of the horse race that is found in 

studies of elections in other countries is not shown here in New Zealand, at least not in the 

2008 and 2017 elections.  It was, however, the second leading focus of stories in both elections.  

Arguably, although the campaign is not policy related, it is better for the voter to be informed 

about the events that the politicians attended and general party strategy, than speculation on 

who might cross the finish line to become Prime Minister.  At least it is able to offer the reader 

an insight into the types of activities and businesses or organisations their prospective leaders 

and elected members are interested in, and whether or not they are involved with members of 

the public.  The campaign trail, and in particular the experiences of the main party leaders, had 

always been a popular form of game campaign coverage, and so it is not surprising that it 

featured so heavily in this study.119 

 

 

Conclusion 

The findings show a clear retreat away from policy coverage towards non-policy coverage 

between 2008 and 2017, with the overall rise of non-policy focus from 52% in 2008, to 68% 

in 2017.  As this and previous chapters have argued, it is difficult to know whether this was a 

long-term pattern across the decade, or if it happened more suddenly, without taking into 

account the 2011 and 2017 elections (using the same methodology).  Nevertheless, the results 

 
119 Rudd and Hayward, “Newspaper Coverage,” 99. 
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would certainly add support to the idea that we have moved into a post-truth environment that 

has retreated from policy discussion.   

 

Overall policy coverage dropped from 48% in 2008 to 32% in 2017, which meant that the 

newspapers contained less information based on substance in the latter election.  This reflects 

the changes in many other overseas democracies, where there are also concerns that there is a 

disproportionate and unbalanced approach to the way policy subjects and non-policy themes 

are covered.  In simple terms, elections are now framed as either game (non-policy), which 

includes polls, the lives of individual politicians and the horse race, or substance (policy), 

which covers not only policy announcements, but the stances of politicians and other 

individuals on certain policies and issues that are important to members of the public.  The 

reasons for this shift towards the game frame (or non-policy) are debated, but the increasing 

pressures of the marketplace is seen to be the most pertinent.  The growing number of ways 

that the public can access information is moving at a fast pace, and newspapers have to keep 

their readers interested in order to be able to continue selling them.  Newspapers must also take 

into account the fact that not everyone is interested in politics, and so they must find the balance 

between keeping their readers informed and ensuring they are entertained. 

 

The findings also revealed that there was no correlation between the proportion of policy and 

non-policy stories in relation to the newspapers format as a tabloid or broadsheet.  Despite the 

New Zealand Herald’s change to a tabloid between the 2008 and 2017 elections, and its 

reduction in election stories between the years, the decrease between the elections in policy 

stories was at the same rate as the Otago Daily Times, which remained a broadsheet.  On the 

other hand, the Dominion Post had a significant number of non-policy stories in both years, 

despite its format as a broadsheet, although the decrease between the years was not as drastic 

as the other two newspapers. 

 

Policy coverage week-by-week in articles decreased steadily in both years.  2008 started at a 

majority of 62.8% in Week 1 and finishing on 30.9% in Week 5, in comparison to 2017 which 

started on 40.1% in Week 1 and ended on 22.2% in the final week.  While both years saw an 

overall downward trend in policy coverage, the lack of policy in the final week of 2017 is 

concerning, considering how little policy coverage there was over the entire campaign period. 

Shorts provided the voters with substantial policy coverage in 2008 of 61%, but only 35% in 

2017, which was very similar to the overall amount of coverage.  The results of both were 
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debated, in particular whether the high proportion of policy coverage in 2008 was at the 

expense of policy related articles, or if it meant that the voters were just more informed than 

they would have been without them.   

 

A closer look at policy and non-policy coverage revealed there was a concentration of topics 

that were covered.  The 2008 election was largely dominated by articles about the economy 

and the policies that were being proposed to help New Zealand through the imminent global 

financial crisis.  While this was, of course, a topic worthy of in-depth discussion and analysis, 

it was at the expense of any other policy topic, with each of the second leading policy subjects 

(education, and justice, law and order) receiving around a third compared to the economy.  

However, the degree of concentration was higher in the 2017 election, which was largely 

focused on tax in regards to policy subject, although a number of other topics such as education, 

health and the economy, were not far behind in coverage.  In both years, it was clear there were 

standard policy subjects that received the majority of attention, like those just mentioned.  

Many other policies, such as science, energy and rural industries were lucky if they received 

any coverage at all. 

 

In terms of non-policy coverage, it was dominated by stories related to the campaign trail, such 

as day-to-day activities and party strategies.  Surprisingly, despite its dominance in other 

countries, the horse race was not the most prominent focus either year, although it was still the 

second leading focus across both policy and non-policy.  Stories regarding the individual 

politician – in particular, Helen Clark and John Key in 2008, and Bill English and Jacinda 

Ardern in 2017, were not as common as one might have expected, given that both elections 

seemed so focus on the different characteristics of each of the leaders. 

 

Finally, an analysis of the top ten leading focuses of stories and shorts emphasises the retreat 

from policy discussion, and concentration of focus into a smaller number of policy subjects 

and non-policy themes.   

 

One might argue that such a retreat from policy discussion, and the concentration of policy 

topics, as these findings show, would appear to support a thesis that we have moved into a post-

truth politics environment. 

 

The following chapter will analyse how the media dealt with claims made by politicians. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Stage Three:  
Media Response to Politicians’ Claims 

 

 

Introduction 

This chapter will present the results from the discourse analysis conducted on the New Zealand 

Herald, the Dominion Post, and the Otago Daily Times that focused on how the media dealt 

with claims made by politicians during the 2008 and the 2017 election campaigns. 

 

To reiterate from Chapter Three, the articles forming the sample in Stage One of the study 

provided the sample for the following analysis, or Stage Three of research.  Shorts were not 

included in this stage.  Articles were first analysed for the presence of a claim by a politician.  

A claim was considered a statement made by a politician that, in its reported form, asserted 

something to be true, either as fact or opinion.  Claim and reported claim are used 

interchangeably.  A response was the way the journalist or commentator (the author) dealt with 

the claim, whether by repeating the claim without any follow up, investigating it further and 

providing their own evidence and judgment, or offering the opinion of another person.  Both 

individual politicians and party spokespersons (party) were considered as the politician. 

 

 

Background 

Sergio Sismondo argues that whether it be traditional or social media, we should be as 

concerned with the power of the post-truth politics era to direct attention as we are concerned 

about fake news because voters are being treated as ‘people to be manipulated rather than as 

people to be convinced,’ given the behaviourist and instrumental approaches to politics.120  The 

important consequences of epistemic competition is as much to do with selecting which claims 

are to be considered important and relevant as which claims made by politicians can be 

considered true and false. 

 

 
120 Sergio Sismondo, “Post-truth?” Social Studies of Science 47, no.1 (February 2017): 4, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1177%2F0306312717692076. 
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A number of questions can be considered.  When it comes to newspapers in particular, how 

often do journalists simply repeat a claim made by a politician, instead of reporting on the 

veracity of the claim?  When a claim is made by politicians, and then reported by the media, 

does that journalist have a responsibility to ensure that the claim is correct?   If the claim is 

true, should the journalist say so?  If a claim is false or inaccurate, is the journalist supposed to 

rectify it, perhaps by offering up a counterclaim or reporting evidence to the contrary?  One 

may need to consider the motives or reasons behind a journalist reporting a claim to begin with.  

Was it to provide descriptive reporting, or was it to educate the public?121  As previously stated, 

more often than not, readers are left to draw upon their own experiences and make their own 

conclusions as to what is correct, or in the case of “he said, she said,” who may be correct.  

Often, such “he said, she said” reporting is employed to maintain neutrality and balance, and 

so as to appear to not be taking a side.  In a post-truth politics environment, however, surely 

this contributes to a decline in information, where there is a retreat from factual verification 

and the reader is the one who must determine the truth without any guidance.  Otherwise, truth 

becomes a matter of assertion or opinion, not fact, when journalists simply allow both sides to 

argue with one another.122 

 

 

Identification of Claims Made by Politicians 

This section will address the reported claims that were identified in election articles in 2008 

and 2017 in the three newspapers.  It will first look at the total number of claims that were 

identified, before a brief analysis on the focus of the reported claims and the individuals who 

made those reported claims. 

 

 

Total number of claims identified 

In both 2008 and 2017, approximately one third of all election articles that were selected for 

analysis in Stage One contained a claim or claims made by a politician, or multiple politicians, 

that, in their reported form, asserted something to be true, either as fact or opinion.  In 2008, 

 
121 Michelle A. Amazeen, “Developing an Ad-Reporting Typology: A Network Analysis Approach to 
Newspaper and Fact-Checker Coverage of the 2008 Presidential Election,” 618. https://doi-
org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1177/1077699015574099. 
122 Jane Suiter, “Post-truth Politics,” Political Insight 7, no. 3 (December 2016): 27, https://doi-
org.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/10.1177%2F2041905816680417. 
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for every article related to the election, 31.9% of them recorded at least one claim (Table 6.1).  

In 2017, this increased to 38.3% of all election articles. 

 

 
Table 6.1: Total number of articles that contained claims, 2008 and 2017. 

 Number of 
election articles 

Articles 
containing claims 

% of articles with 
claim 

2008 Election 934 298 31.9% 
2017 Election 681 261 38.3% 

 

 

In 2008, the New Zealand Herald had the largest number of articles that contained claims due 

to the large number of election articles it produced that year, but proportionally only 32.9% of 

all its election coverage was included (Table 6.2).  The Otago Daily Times had the highest 

proportion of articles containing claims at 39.8%, while the Dominion Post had the least 

number of articles containing claims, with 22.9% of all election coverage. 
 

 

Table 6.2: Total number of articles that contained claims by newspaper, 2008.  

 Number of 
election articles 

Articles 
containing claims 

% of articles with 
claim 

New Zealand Herald 432 149 32.9% 
Dominion Post 301 69 22.9% 
Otago Daily Times 201 80 39.8% 

 

 

In 2017, the Otago Daily Times again had the highest number of election articles containing 

claims, at 41.5% (Table 6.3).  The Dominion Post saw an increase in the number of election 

articles containing claims, rising to 35.9%, but still had the least proportionally overall.  The 

New Zealand Herald also had a notable increase, to 38% of election containing claims. 

 

 
Table 6.3: Total number of articles that contained claims by newspaper, 2017. 

 Number of 
election articles 

Articles 
containing claims 

% of articles with 
claim 

New Zealand Herald 229 87 38.0% 
Dominion Post 245 88 35.9% 
Otago Daily Times 207 86 41.5% 



110 
 

 
 

Every claim made by a politician or party that, in its reported form, asserted something to be 

true, either as fact or opinion, was identified and coded.  The response to the claims by the 

media, and not the actual claims themselves, are the focus of this research.  This is because in 

their reported form only, the entire statement may not have been included and thus the entire 

context may not have been provided.  Therefore, only a brief breakdown of the characteristics 

of the claims that were identified follow, without a judgment on the validity of the claims 

themselves. Despite the limited analysis, however, the details do provide for an opportunity to 

see the changes in how often claims are reported in newspaper articles.  

 

In 2008, a total of 298 claims made by a politician were identified or an average of 2.1 for 

every article that was identified as containing a claim (Table 6.4).  In 2017, the overall number 

of recorded claims decreased to 261, but the average number of claims per article increased to 

2.3. 

 

 

Table 6.4: Total number of claims identified, 2008 and 2017. 

 Total claims 
identified 

Articles 
containing claims 

Ratio of claims 
per article 

2008 Election 620 298 2.1 
2017 Election 593 261 2.3 

 

The New Zealand Herald had the largest number of claims identified in 2008, or an average of 

2.2 for every article that contained a claim (Table 6.5).  Despite the high number of articles 

containing claims, the Dominion Post had very few claims recorded in comparison, meaning 

that there was only an average of 1.7 claims for every article, while the Dominion Post had a 

higher number of claims identified regardless of the few articles containing them. 

 

 
Table 6.5: Claims identified by newspaper, 2008. 

 Total claims 
identified 

Articles 
containing claims 

Ratio of claims 
per article 

New Zealand Herald 322 149 2.2 
Dominion Post 159 69 2.3 
Otago Daily Times 139 80 1.7 
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In 2017, both the total number of articles containing claims, and the total number of claims 

identified was very similar, and so the ratio of claims per article was essentially the same, with 

the Otago Daily Times having slightly fewer (Table 6.6). 

 

 
Table 6.6: Claims identified by newspaper, 2017. 

 Total claims 
identified 

Articles 
containing claims 

Ratio of claims 
per article 

New Zealand Herald 195 87 2.2 
Dominion Post 201 88 2.3 
Otago Daily Times 197 86 2.3 

 

 

Focus of claims made 

For the purposes of the following analysis, the focus of all policy subjects and non-policy 

themes from Stage Two were coded for.  In 2008, reported claims were of a policy focus 88% 

of the time (Figure 6.1).  In 2017, this decreased to 75%.   

 

 
Figure 6.1: Percentage of overall policy and non-policy claims, 2008 and 2017. 
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That policy was the primary focus of reported claims in both 2008 and 2017 is not unexpected.  

When politicians made claims, they were usually about the credibility or likeliness of success 

of their own party’s policies, or about the fundamental flaws in the policies of the competing 

parties.  However, the decrease in policy focused claims does reflect the trend that was 

identified in Stage Two, which was a retreat from policy discussion.  While clearly not to the 

same degree, such a decrease does suggest that it is not only the framing of articles that is 

retreating from policy coverage, but also the focus of the claims that are reported.  Claims that 

were non-policy related were usually regarding scandals or gaffes, or attacking the character 

and record of other politicians.  This could suggest a shift towards reporting claims that readers 

are likely to find more entertaining to read. 

 

 

Individuals who made claims 

For the purposes of the following analysis based on the individual who made the claim, the 

leader of each party, and the deputy leader and the finance spokesperson of the major parties 

(National and Labour) were categorised.  The finance spokesperson (both the Finance Minister, 

and opposition spokesperson) was included due to the importance and significance of the role, 

and the relatively large amount of coverage they receive, generally during an election campaign.   

In 2008, both the finance spokesperson and the deputy leader happened to be the same person 

for both parties; in 2017, they were separate people for both parties.  Any other candidate or 

current Member of Parliament that made a claim was allocated to either the “National 

Candidates,” “Labour Candidates,” or “Minor Candidates” category, the latter category being 

a combination of the Green Party, New Zealand First and other smaller parties.  Each time a 

party made a claim, it was categorised as such, although charted separately. 

 

In 2008, the person with the second most reported number of claims was Prime Minister Helen 

Clark, with 69 total (Figure 6.2).  However, with 62 less than the Leader of the Opposition, 

John Key, who had 131 reported, it would seem to be the case that Helen Clark either made 

very few claims in comparison (which does not seem plausible), or any claims that were made 

were just not reported as often.  The Deputy Prime Minister and Finance Minister, Michael 

Cullen, and Deputy Leader of the Opposition and finance spokesperson for National, Bill 

English, had a not insignificant number of claims reported, although they were far less than 

their respective leader’s.  Due to the party donations scandal that involved Winston Peters, the 

much perceived notion that he would be “kingmaker,” and also his ability to make his many 
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one-liners newsworthy, his claims also featured heavily in 2008 newspapers.  The minor party 

leaders appeared in less articles generally, and so their low reported claim numbers are 

understandable, especially when taking into account their proportionally low election figures 

as well.   

 

 
Figure 6.2: Number of claims per individual politician, 2008. 

 
 

 

Unexpectedly, the National candidates received more claim coverage than the Labour 

candidates.  Given that Labour was in government during this period with more Members of 

Parliament than National, and therefore more likely to have a prominent voice, one could have 

assumed that its members would have naturally received more coverage.  This, however, was 

not the case, with National candidates claims being reported 23.5% more often than Labour. 

 

2017 followed previous trends, with the new Leader of the Opposition, Jacinda Ardern, having 

the most claims reported in 2017 (Figure 6.3).  The difference between her and the Prime 

Minister, Bill English, however, was not as extreme as in 2008, with Bill English only receiving 

23.1% less reportage.  What is worthy to note is that the Prime Minister actually had less claims 
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reported than the Finance Minister, Steven Joyce.  This is not unexpected, nevertheless, 

considering the fiscal hole scandal that dominated aspects of the campaign and the amount of 

coverage it received.  Winston Peters was also involved in yet another scandal in the 2017 

election, this time to do with superannuation payments, which too controlled many of the 

campaign headlines.  As anticipated, National dominated the reporting of claims in regards to 

other candidates, given that it had 60 seats to Labours 32.  
 

 

Figure 6.3: Number of claims per individual politician, 2017. 

 
 

 

Figures for party coverage of claims in newspapers were relatively similar to that of individual 
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not feature at all. 
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Figure 6.4: Number of claims per party, 2008 and 2017. 

 
 

 

These results have been included with the intention of providing a preliminary summary prior 

to the discussion of the responses to claims in the next section, and seek to offer context of 

what the claims were about, and who they were attributed to. 

 

 

Responses to Claims  

This section will address how the author of the article responded to the claims made by 

politicians that, in their reported form, asserted something to be true, either as fact or opinion.  
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was simply reported without offering a counterclaim, evidence that proved or disproved the 

claim, or an evaluation of the claim. The following is an example of this: 

 

“English said Labour’s policies would stall housing supply.  He claimed a capital gains 
tax was inevitable for Labour to afford its promises, and that would affect the same 
police, teachers and nurses Ardern claimed to be trying to get into their first homes.” 

- The New Zealand Herald, 3 September, 2017 

 

 

This claim was at the completion of an article, prior to which nothing had been mentioned 

about housing or the capital gains tax.  Thus, as the claim was left alone and neither responded 

to by the author with any form of counterclaim or evidence, nor was there a response by Ardern 

or another source, it was considered a stenographic claim.  Figure 6.5 demonstrates the 

percentage of times this approach was taken by the author in comparison to a claim being 

reported with a response by the author. 

 

 
Figure 6.5: Percentage of no response and response to claim by author, 2008 and 2017.  
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Table 6.7: Number of claims made by a politician or party without a response, 2008. 

 Total Claims No Response Percentage 
New Zealand Herald 322 113 35.1% 
Dominion Post 159 63 39.7% 
Otago Daily Times 139 72 51.8% 
Total 620 248 40.0% 

 

 

The increase of a stenographic approach from 2008 to 2017 was drastic.  While a pattern cannot 

be officially established without first looking at the 2011 and 2014 election, it is clear that at 

least in the 2017 election, the large majority of all claims made by a politician or party were 

left without any sort of journalistic response.  The New Zealand Herald had the lowest 

stenographic approach at 60%, which was still very high (Table 6.8).  The Otago Daily Times 

had the greatest percentage yet again, at 69% – more than two thirds of all claims.  

 

 
Table 6.8: Number of claims made by a politician or party without a response, 2017. 

 Total Claims No Response Percentage 
New Zealand Herald 195 117 60.0% 
Dominion Post 201 127 63.2% 
Otago Daily Times 197 136 69.0% 
Total 603 380 63.0% 

 

 

Neither 2008 nor 2017 are good indicators of newspapers engaging in factual verification.  

However, at least the number of stenographic claims in 2008 was less than 50% on average.  

This meant that the majority of the time, the authors of the articles were responding to the 

claims in one way or another (as will be discussed in subsequent sections).  2017 paints a very 

different picture, with the stenographic approach to a claim taken an average of 63% of the 

time.  While this research is intended to measure factual verification, these figures must be 

taken seriously.  They highlight the serious nature of a potential post-truth politics environment, 

where politicians are often making claims without substance, and without having to be 

concerned about them ever being acknowledged by the media. 
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This, of course, does not mean that every claim made by a politician is false, although studies 

have not been done in New Zealand to ascertain the degree of true or false claims by politicians.  

However, politicians may make claims that are based on knowledge of an issue they might 

hold, or about topics that require statistics or information to confirm, but are not accurate or 

completely correct.  However, it is important to remember that there is only access to the 

statements in their reported form, and not the statements themselves, and therefore the 

possibility that further information has been divulged.  While fact-checking these instances 

would be necessary, it would be more on the basis of correction or making clarifications, rather 

than “gotcha journalism.”  The 2017 figures in particular would mean that such occurrences 

would not often get fact-checked.  Furthermore, as politicians become aware that their claims 

are not being scrutinised, it may become tempting to not be factual at all. 

 

 

Responses made to claims 

As discussed in the methodology section, responses to claims were first coded for the person 

whose response was reported, either the author, a politician or another source.  The politician 

had to be one that was relevant to that election – a current Member of Parliament that was not 

stepping down, or a candidate – and not a past politician.  A counterclaim made by a source 

was either a member of the public expressing a dissenting view, or an expert in the field of 

which the claim was made; confirmation by a source followed the same criteria. 

 

Because this research is about how the media responds to claims made by politicians, the 

response of authors themselves was held to a higher standard than the responses made by 

politicians or sources.  Responses made by authors were coded as: no evidence; evidence with 

no judgment; evidence with judgment; and judgment alone.  Evidence was usually employed 

to support a counterclaim or judgment, but was sometimes used to add context to, or reinforce, 

a politician’s claim.  It included statistics and figures, and official positions from organisations 

such as government departments.   

 

As discussed in Chapter Three, one of the essences of the ‘fact-checking genre is rendering a 

judgment on the veracity of the claim’ – that is, declaring a claim to be either true or false, or 

in some instances, somewhere in between.123  Such judgments made by authors took various 

 
123 Coddington et al., 399. 
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forms.  There were some, but very few cases, where the author included an explicit judgment 

about the claim by indicating it to be “true” or “false”.  In most instances, however, the author 

only made an inference about the accuracy of a claim.   

 

As previously mentioned, there were a total of 620 claims reported in 2008 across the three 

newspapers.  Of those 620 claims, 248 (40%) were not responded to.  In 2017, there was a total 

of 593 claims reported across the three newspapers, of which 380 (64%) did not receive a 

response by the author.  This means that the response rate went from 60% in 2008 to 36% in 

2017.   

 

In both 2008 and 2017, there was an average of between 1.4 and 1.5 responses to these claims 

across the newspaper (Table 6.9 and Table 6.10).  For example, one claim may have received 

a response by two politicians, or a source as well as the author.   
 

 

Table 6.9: Responses made to claims, 2008. 

 Claims Responses Average response 
to claim 

New Zealand Herald 209 289 1.4 
Dominion Post 96 127 1.3 
Otago Daily Times 67 104 1.5 
Total 372 520 1.4 

 

 
Table 6.10: Responses made to claims, 2017. 

 Claims Responses Average response 
to claim 

New Zealand Herald 78 107 1.4 
Dominion Post 74 113 1.5 
Otago Daily Times 61 93 1.5 
Total 213 313 1.5 

 

 

The figures above that show similar number of responses to a claim could indicate that, despite 

the large decrease in overall responses to claims from 2008 to 2017, the mainstream media still 

responds in the same way to such claims.  However, a further breakdown of these figures 

suggests otherwise.   
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Use of evidence in response to claims 

Between 2008 and 2017, employing the use of evidence for factual verification of claims 

decreased from 27% to 19% (Figure 6.6).  There were a number of ways an author could 

respond to the claims in their reported form, examples of which are detailed below. 

 

 
Figure 6.6: Use of evidence in response to claims, 2008 and 2017. 

 
 

 

The following is an example of judgment by the author, with evidence: 
 

(Original claim: “English boasted in this weeks’ Three television debate with Ardern 
that National has lifted the numbers of Maori and Pacific students achieving Level 2 of 
the National Certificate in Educational Achievement (NCEA) ‘from half to three-
quarters.’”) 

 
“He was broadly correct.  Students leaving school with at least NCEA Level 2 jumped 
from 46 per cent in 2009 to 67 per cent last year for Maori, and from 56 per cent to 75 
per cent for Pasifika students.” 

- The New Zealand Herald, 9 September, 2017 
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2008 73% 27%
2017 81% 19%
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The following is an example of a counterclaim by the author, with evidence but no judgment: 
 

(Original claim by Winston Peters: “Cabbages will cost $18 each if Labour brings in 
its charge on water.”) 

 
“Immigration NZ soon clarified ‘the impact on fruit, veges, milk and bread will be 
minimal…’” 

- The New Zealand Herald, 16 September, 2017 
 
 
The following is an example of a counterclaim by the author, with evidence and a judgment: 
 

(Original claim by Jacinda Ardern:  “The average price of a home in Auckland is $1 
million.”) 

 
The facts 
“Quotable Value data for July shows that the average house price in Auckland is 
$1,044,303.  It passed $1 million for the first time in September and has remained above 
that threshold since.  In Auckland’s eastern suburbs, the average is as high as $1.5 
million.  For someone making a political point about how unaffordable Auckland 
housing is, the average is a convenient figure.  It is skewed by large properties which 
sell for multiple millions, and does not reflect the fact that house prices are flattening 
in the city.  The median house value is considered a more accurate guide.  Real Estate 
Institute of NZ (REINZ) data shows that the median house price in Auckland in July 
was $830,000...The median of mid-$800,000s doesn’t quite have the same ring as the 
$1 million Auckland house – which is why Ardern quotes the average…” 
 
Conclusion 
“Fact, though a slightly misleading one.” 

- The New Zealand Herald, 29 August, 2017 
 
 
This means that a lack of evidence provided by the author when responding to a reported claim 
increased from 73% in 2008 to 81% in 2017.  The following are examples of author responses 
without evidence. 
 
 
The following is an example of judgment by the author, with no evidence: 
 

(Original claim: “National claims its tax package will stimulate the economy in the 
short term and improve incentives and drive growth in the longer term.”) 

 
“The first claim is plausible, the second not so much.” 

- The New Zealand Herald, 8 October, 2008 
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The following is an example of a counterclaim by the author, with no evidence: 
 

(Original claim: “Mr Key has said the country needs an economic plan to get out of its 
recession and that the tax cuts are part of that plan.”) 
 
“But spending the way out of a recession does not equate with the greater need for self-
denial and far stronger productive growth – the manufacture of things to sell to 
overseas buyers.” 

- The Otago Daily Times, 8 October, 2008 
 

 

 

Person responding to claims 

In both 2008 and 2017, a response to a reported claim was made by the author themselves the 

majority of the time.  However, there was an increase in responses by another person – for 

example, a politician – from 45% in 2008 and 48% in 2017 (Figure 6.7).  This percentage 

increase alone is not significant, however, a further breakdown of whether the response by 

another person was a counterclaim or confirmation of the reported claim, indicates a number 

of changes occurred between 2008 and 2017, which will be discussed in the next section.  The 

following are examples of another person responding to the reported claim. 

 

 

Figure 6.7: Person responding to claim, 2008 and 2017. 
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2017 52% 48%
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The following is an example of a counterclaim by a politician: 
 

(Original claim: “English claimed Labour would not be able to implement its policies 
without borrowing or raising taxes”). 

 
“That was rejected by Ardern, who confirmed that Labour would neither raise income 
tax nor ask a planned working group to consider it if Labour was in Government.” 

- The New Zealand Herald, 24 August, 2017 
 
 
The following is an example of a counter claim by a source: 
 

(Original claim by John Key: “It’s clear that the tax credit has created a lot of business 
for tax accountants and tax advisors, but evidence of real increases in R&D is harder to 
find.”) 

 
“Walley said Key’s comments were ‘daft’, as the R&D credit only applied for the first 
time in the 2008 income year.  ‘We have already sunk the setup costs, abolishing the 
credit now is extremely wasteful and confusing.’” 

- The Dominion Post, 9 October, 2008 
 
 
The following is an example of confirmation by a source: 
 

(Original claim by Steven Joyce: “PPPs are very effective at getting quality long-lasting 
infrastructure built more quickly and using private capital to stretch the country’s 
capital budget so we get more built.”) 

 
“The Employers and Manufacturers Association (EMA), based in Auckland, 
said…'we’ve seen internationally how successful such agencies can be in the delivery 
of PPPs and other major infrastructure projects.  We see a New Zealand version as a 
real catalyst for speeding up the delivery of the projects.’” 

- The Otago Daily Times, 2 September, 2017 
 

 

Typology of responses to claims 

From 2008 to 2017, there was a clear trend towards using politicians as a way for the author to 

offer a counterclaim or contradict the initial claim made by the politician (Table 6.11).  

However, because the author rarely made any attempt to then fact-check the counterclaim, the 

response essentially became a case of “he said, she said,” and the reader was left none the wiser 
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as to whether or not claim was indeed correct or incorrect, or which politician was being more 

accurate. 

 

   
Table 6.11: Typology of responses to claims, 2008 and 2017 comparison. 

 2008 2017 
Counterclaim by politician  21.9% 27.8% 
Counterclaim by source  9.0% 15.7% 
Confirmation by source   13.7% 4.2% 
Judgment by author, no evidence  18.5% 22.0% 
Judgment by author, with evidence 9.9% 8.6% 
Counterclaim by author, no evidence  10.0% 10.9% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, no judgment  2.3% 2.2% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, judgment  14.8% 8.6% 

 

 

The author also employed the use of sources to either reject the claim or confirm it often.  While 

in 2008, sources were prominently included in an article to confirm a claim, they were more 

often used in 2017 to offer a counterclaim to the claim of the politician.   

 

While the author themselves making a counterclaim without evidence remained steady, some 

of the other response figures by the journalist or commentator would suggest a decline in 

factual verification.  There was an increase in the case of the author making a judgment – saying 

a claim was either true or false – without actually backing this up with evidence.  In turn, this 

meant that there was a decrease in the number of times the author made a judgment with 

evidence.  The figure of most concern, however, is the last. A counterclaim with evidence by 

the author, and a judgment, was regarded as a “full fact-check” in this research, and this 

decreased from 14.8% in 2008 to 8.6% in 2017.  A closer look at each newspaper paints an 

interesting picture, while still following the same trends as the overall combined responses.   

 

In 2008, both the Dominion Post and the Otago Daily Times employed the use of a 

counterclaim as a response significantly more than the New Zealand Herald.  The Otago Daily 

Times, however, used sources a means of response far less often than the other two newspapers 

(Table 6.12).  In general, the Dominion Post failed to include evidence as much when making 

counterclaims, but more so when making a judgment.  The New Zealand Herald had the highest 

percentage of “full fact-checks,” and used sources considerably more.  
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Table 6.12: Typology of responses to claims, 2008. 

  New 
Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago 
Daily 
Times 

Counterclaim by politician  16.6 % 27.6% 29.9% 
Counterclaim by source  17.7% 10.2% 6.7% 
Confirmation by source   10.0% 11.0% 3.8% 
Judgment by author, no evidence  19.0% 16.5% 19.2% 
Judgment by author, evidence  8.3% 11.8% 11.5% 
Counterclaim by author, no evidence  7.6% 13.4% 12.5% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, no judgment  2.8% 1.6% 1.9% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, judgment  18.0% 7.9% 14.5% 

  

 

The case was very similar in 2017.  Once again, the Otago Daily Times had the highest number 

of responses by a politician, with the Dominion Post remaining at a similar level and the New 

Zealand Herald increasing to roughly the same (Table 6.13).  Counterclaims by source 

increased significantly for the Dominion Post and the Otago Daily Times, although decreased 

for the New Zealand Herald.  “Full fact-checks” decreased across all three newspapers in 2017, 

although the New Zealand Herald percentages still remained relatively high in comparison.  

Interestingly, the New Zealand Herald employed the use of judgment by an author with no 

evidence more than any other response.  

 

 

Table 6.13: Typology of responses to claims, 2017. 

  New 
Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago 
Daily 
Times 

Counterclaim by politician  24.3% 25.7% 34.4% 
Counterclaim by source  10.3% 17.7% 19.4% 
Confirmation by source   3.7% 1.8% 7.5% 
Judgment by author, no evidence  29.0% 22.0% 14.0% 
Judgment by author, evidence  9.3% 5.3% 11.8% 
Counterclaim by author, no evidence  7.5% 19.5% 4.3% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, no judgment  1.9% 1.8% 3.2% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, judgment  14.0% 6.2% 5.4% 
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Responses to claims by commentators and journalists 

Articles that included a claim made by a politician were either authored by a journalist, or a 

commentator.  Returning to Stage Two, an article that was originally coded as in the editorial 

and opinion section was coded as a commentator in Stage Three.  All other articles that included 

claims, and were from the other sections (such as the front page or election features), were 

coded as a journalist as the author.   

 

It is clear that a commentator was far more likely to address a claim that was reported in their 

article, rather than just include it.  They provided a response a significant 98.6% of the time in 

2008, with only a slight reduction in 2017 to 95.9% (Table 6.14).  Journalists were far less 

likely to respond and deal to a claim than a commentator, both in 2008 where they did so 69.1% 

of time, and in 2017 where the figure dropped to only 49.1%.  This meant that in 2017, a 

journalist reported a claim alone more so than responded to it. 

 

 

Table 6.14: Author response to claims, 2008 and 2017. 

 2008 2017 
 Claim alone Response Claim Alone Response 
Journalist 30.9% 69.1% 50.9% 49.1% 
Commentator 1.4% 98.6% 4.1% 95.9% 

 

 

A further breakdown offers an insight into and comparison of how a journalist and 

commentator tended to respond to claims.  In 2008, a journalist was more likely to do this by 

offering up a counterclaim made by a politician (Table 6.15).  The Otago Daily Times did this 

most often at 43.3%, and the Dominion Post at 32.1%.  Only the New Zealand Herald employed 

another means of responding to claims more often, that being a counterclaim by a source, at 

22.9%.  Evidently, a journalist often failed to use evidence when responding to a claim, 

particularly when making a judgment.  When making a counterclaim, journalists from the New 

Zealand Herald included evidence more than when making a judgment alone, but the 

Dominion Post’s journalists rarely used evidence when making a counterclaim – 14.2% of the 

time.  The Otago Daily Times made judgments without evidence more than the other two 

newspapers. 
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Table 6.15: Journalist response to claims, 2008. 

 
New 

Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago 
Daily 
Times 

Counterclaim by politician 20.6% 32.1% 43.3% 
Counterclaim by source 22.9% 9.4% 10.0% 
Confirmation by source 12.4% 13.2% 6.7% 
Judgment by author, no evidence 13.3% 14.2% 16.7% 
Judgment by author, evidence 7.3% 8.5% 10.0% 
Counterclaim by author, no evidence 6.9% 14.2% 5.0% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, no judgment 2.8% 1.9% 3.3% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, judgment 13.8% 6.6% 5.0% 

 

 

In 2008, commentators responded to claims overwhelmingly by making a judgment without 

evidence (Table 6.16).  The Dominion Post did this 57.1% of the time, and the New Zealand 

Herald and the Otago Daily Times 37.1% and 31.8% respectively.  Following this, 

commentators were then most likely to respond to a claim with a counterclaim with evidence, 

and then make a judgment.  As previously discussed, this is what would be considered a “full 

fact-check.”  Confirmation by a source, and a counterclaim with evidence but without a 

judgment was only used by the New Zealand Herald, and very minimally at that.  Dominion 

Post commentators, unlike journalists, often responded to claims with a counterclaim by a 

source at 14.3%, which was significantly more than the New Zealand Herald and the Otago 

Daily Times at 1.4% and 2.3% respectively.  

 

 
Table 6.16: Commentator response to claims, 2008. 

 
New 

Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago 
Daily 
Times 

Counterclaim by politician 4.3% 4.8% 11.4% 
Counterclaim by source 1.4% 14.3% 2.3% 
Confirmation by source 2.9% - - 
Judgment by author, no evidence 37.1% 57.1% 31.8% 
Judgment by author, evidence 10.0% - 4.5% 
Counterclaim by author, no evidence 10.0% 9.5% 22.7% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, no judgment 2.9% - - 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, judgment 31.4% 14.3% 27.3% 
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There were similarities in 2017 as to how journalists responded to claims in 2008.  Once again, 

a counterclaim made by a politician was used most often to respond to a claim, this time across 

the three newspapers as a whole (Table 6.17).  The New Zealand Herald and the Dominion 

Post increased to 37.3% and 59.2% respectively, whereas the Otago Daily Times saw a slight 

decrease to 41.1%.  The Dominion Post and the Otago Daily Times also saw a significant 

increase in the use of counterclaims by sources.   

 

 
Table 6.17: Journalist response to claims, 2017. 

 
New 

Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago 
Daily 
Times 

Counterclaim by politician 37.3% 59.2% 41.1% 
Counterclaim by source 16.9% 24.1% 21.9% 
Confirmation by source 6.8% 1.3% 9.6% 
Judgment by author, no evidence 13.6% 12.7% 5.5% 
Judgment by author, evidence 10.2% 1.3% 12.3% 
Counterclaim by author, no evidence 5.1% 16.5% 4.1% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, no judgment 3.4% 2.5% 4.1% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, judgment 6.8% 5.1% 1.4% 

 

 

There was an increase of around 10% in commentators making judgments without evidence in 

2017 by the New Zealand Herald and the Otago Daily Times, to 47.9% and 42.1% respectively 

(Table 6.18).  The Dominion Post saw a decrease to 42.4%, but in turn, a significant increase 

in a commentator making a counterclaim without evidence was 27.3%.  This was much high 

than the other two newspapers, especially the Otago Daily Times at 5.3%.  Only the Dominion 

Post included confirmation by sources, and no newspaper made a counterclaim with evidence 

but without a judgment.  The “full fact-check” response – a counterclaim with evidence and a 

judgment – dropped across all three newspapers, all of which were noteworthy decreases. 
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Table 6.18: Commentator response to claims, 2017. 

 
New 

Zealand 
Herald 

Dominion 
Post 

Otago 
Daily 
Times 

Counterclaim by politician 8.3% - 10.5% 
Counterclaim by source 2.1% 3.0% 10.5% 
Confirmation by source - 3.0% - 
Judgment by author, no evidence 47.9% 42.4% 42.1% 
Judgment by author, evidence 8.3% 15.2% 10.5% 
Counterclaim by author, no evidence 10.4% 27.3% 5.3% 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, no judgment - - - 
Counterclaim with evidence by author, judgment 22.9% 9.1% 21.1% 

 

 

Conclusion 

The findings in this chapter suggest that, while a case can be made for a retreat in factual 

verification of claims made by politicians, the evidence is not as clear as was hypothesised.   

 

Despite a large decrease in the number of election articles between 2008 and 2017 (identified 

in Chapter Four), there was not a significant decrease in the number of election articles that 

contained at least one claim or statement made by a politician that, in its reported form, asserted 

something to be true, either as fact or opinion.  In 2008, 31.9% of all election articles contained 

a claim.  This increased to 38.3% of all election articles.  There was also an increase in the 

number of claims by politicians recorded between 2008 and 2017, relative to the number of 

articles that were related to the election, and the articles within the sample that contained claims.  

In 2008, 620 claims were identified within 298 election articles – 2.1 claims for every article.  

In 2017, while a lesser 593 claims were identified, this was within 261 election articles which 

meant there were 2.3 claims for every article.   

 

Claims made by politicians were overwhelmingly about policy in both years, with 88% in 2008 

and 75% in 2017, which was not unexpected.  In most cases, they were about the credibility of 

their policy or why it was the best option, or about the flaws in the policies of other parties.  

However, the decrease in policy claims between 2008 and 2017 reflects the downward trend 

away from policy discussion that was identified in Stage Two of research, although not to the 

same degree.  Thus, although limited, there was an increase in the number of claims of a non-

policy focus, such as scandals or gaffes, or the record of another politician or party. 
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The Leader of the Opposition had their claims reported more often than anyone else in both 

2008 and 2017, including the Prime Minister, although the gap between John Key and Helen 

Clark was far greater than Jacinda Ardern and Bill English.  In both years, more claims by 

National Party candidates were identified than any other party.  These results added context to 

whom the claims that were reported by the author were attributed. 

 

Of the claims that were identified, 40% in 2008 and 63% in 2017 were not responded to.  That 

means that after the claim was reported, the journalist or commentator simply moved on 

without addressing it or engaging in factual verification.  This was the most significant result 

of the findings in this final stage of research, which was not hypothesised. 

 

Of the remaining claims, evidence was employed 27% of the time in 2008, in comparison to 

19% of the time in 2017.  While a significant decrease was identified between 2008 and 2017, 

the already low percentage in 2008 means that a clear retreat from factual verification cannot 

be established, because a high degree of factual verification did not exist to begin with. 

 

There was also a small shift towards employing another person as the means of response, rather 

than the author themselves, from 45% in 2008 to 48% in 2017, although no conclusions can be 

made on these results.  However, there was sufficient evidence to show an increase in the use 

of counterclaims by another politician or source as the method of response, and a decrease in 

confirmation by a source. 

 

It was also established that there was a noticeable decrease between 2008 and 2017 in what 

was considered a full-fact check, which was a counterclaim with evidence that included a 

judgment.  This decreased from 14.8% in 2008 to 8.6% in 2017. 

 

A commentator (or opinion writer) was far more likely to address a claim than a journalist.  

Commentators provided a response to a claim 98.6% of the time in 2008, and 95.9% of the 

time in 2017.  A journalist, on the other hand responded 69.1% of the time in 2008, dropping 

to 49.1% in 2017.   

 

This chapter has demonstrated that, while there was a retreat between 2008 and 2017 in the 

factual verification of claims made by politicians as reported in newspapers during the election 

campaigns, the results are not as clear or significant as those established in Chapters Four and 
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Five.  There was a significant decline in claims that were not responded to by the author at all 

between 2008 and 2017, which this thesis did not intend to identify, considering the definition 

of post-truth politics that is used specifies the retreat in factual or evidence-based verification 

as one of the key components.  However, of the remaining claims, the use of evidence was 

already low in 2008 and, therefore, the weight that can be attributed to the decrease in the use 

of evidence in 2017 is not significant.  

 

The following chapter will make conclusions, based on the results of the three stages of 

research, whether changes in New Zealand media coverage of election campaigns add support 

to a thesis that we have moved into a post-truth environment.
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Conclusion:  
Something to Worry About? 

 

 

This study has drawn three conclusions.  The first is that between 2008 and 2017, there was a 

significant decline in election coverage.  The second is that types of election coverage that were 

reported shifted from an approach balancing policy and non-policy in 2008, to more of a non-

policy focus in 2017.  The third is that where journalists and commentators in 2008 fact-

checked and used evidence, a judgment or a counterclaim to deal with claims made by 

politicians, in 2017 claims were likely to be reported without any such responses.  Based on 

these findings, this thesis has sought to answer whether changes in New Zealand media 

coverage of election campaigns add support to a thesis that we have moved into a post-truth 

environment.  For the purposes of this research, post-truth politics was considered a retreat 

from policy discussion and factual verification.  This chapter will summarise the nature of 

research undertaken and present the overall research findings, before discussing the limitations 

of this study and suggesting possible further research. 

 

 

The research 

The need for such a study is reflected in concerns the implications a post-truth politics 

environment might have on a democracy, and the way in which the media fulfils its democratic 

responsibility to keep citizens informed in such a landscape.  This is particularly pertinent 

during an election campaign, where voters need accurate and sufficient information to make a 

well-informed decision. 

 

Chapter Two outlined the literature that was essential in order to synthesise an original 

framework that analysed how elections are covered.  A range of historical, philosophical and 

theoretical ideas and arguments concerning truth, post-truth and post-truth politics were 

engaged with in order to establish the development of post-truth politics.  Following this, 

literature on the role of the media within such an environment, including the expectations and 

assumptions of the media and the implications post-truth politics might have on an election 

campaign, were reviewed. 
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Chapter Three presented a comprehensive overview of the methods that were used to answer 

the research question in Chapters Four, Five and Six.  The study adopted a combined content 

analysis approach that used quantitative, qualitative and discourse analysis.  Such an approach 

was necessary due to the new origins of post-truth politics as a concept and, therefore, the gap 

in the literature as a consequence of this, with the aim of contributing value to the current 

literature in order to increase the understanding and knowledge of how elections are covered 

by the New Zealand media.  Based on the results of the study, a number of findings were 

identified.  As has been ascertained throughout the thesis, any rates of change cannot be 

determined without first looking at the 2011 and 2014 election.  However, while taking this 

into account, important conclusions can be drawn, the most significant of which are discussed 

below. 

 

Chapter Four detailed the application of the initial framework to the New Zealand Herald, the 

Dominion Post, and the Otago Daily Times.  Using a quantitative analysis, the changes in the 

quantity of election coverage and the placement of election stories between 2008 and 2017 

were analysed.  Results found that across all three newspapers, there was a significant decrease 

in the amount of election articles related to election campaigns between 2008 and 2017.  The 

number of articles produced decreased from a total of 783 in 2008, to 550 in 2017.  The scale 

of decline was largely attributed to the New Zealand Herald, which shifted to tabloid format in 

2012, and saw a decrease in election coverage of 44.7%.  However, while the Dominion Post 

and the Otago Daily Times may not have had a decrease in election coverage to such a degree, 

it was still considerable, at 19.7% and 9.9% respectively.  The significance of these results are 

further amplified when taking into account that the changes in size and pagination of each 

newspaper did not decrease at nearly the same rate.  Analysis also identified changes in the 

placement of election articles in newspapers.  Whereas in 2008, where much of the election 

reporting was taking place within at least the first four or five pages of the newspaper, by 2017 

it was most often relegated to the tenth page in the first instance.  This was because each 

newspaper’s main election feature section was not as prominent in the latter year, instead 

focusing on election-related editorials and election features.  The outcome in this change was 

likely a more biased style of coverage, rather than news reporting which is usually more 

objective.  These results demonstrate that the prominence given to the 2017 election was not 

to the same degree as in 2008 by newspapers. 
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Chapter Five detailed the use of the preliminary data from Chapter Four as the sample to which 

the framework was applied.  A qualitative analysis was applied in order to analyse the types of 

election coverage that the 2008 and 2017 elections received.  Results found a clear retreat away 

from policy coverage towards non-policy coverage between 2008 and 2017, with policy 

coverage decreasing from 48% to 32%.  This reflects the trend in other overseas democracies 

where there are also concerns that there is an unbalanced approach to the way policy and non-

policy are now being covered.  The findings established there was no correlation in this change 

between the proportion of policy and non-policy coverage in relation to the newspapers format 

as a tabloid of a broadsheet.  This would imply that the decrease in policy coverage is a result 

of fundamental changes in newspapers in general, rather than being specific to a certain style 

of newspaper.  This section of the study well-established the existence of a retreat from policy 

discussion – one of the fundamental characteristics of post-truth politics.  Policy coverage 

week-by-week decreased steadily in both 2008 and 2017.  However, it consisted of 22.2% of 

total coverage in Week 5 in 2017, compared to 30.9% in 2008.  Such limited coverage in the 

final week of the 2017 election when taking into account how little there was during the entire 

campaign adds further weight to the retreat from policy discussion.  Analysis also revealed a 

concentration in coverage of subjects and themes, both policy and non-policy related.  In 2008, 

11 of 25 subjects took up 75% of policy coverage.  This concentration intensified further in 

2017, with seven of the 11 subjects taking up 75% of policy coverage.  The same trend was 

identified in regards to non-policy coverage, with the theme of the campaign significantly more 

prominent.  Such results further establish a retreat from policy discussion, where not only did 

overall policy coverage decrease in 2017, but the number of subjects covered also decreased. 

  

Chapter Six also used the preliminary data from Chapter Four, to which a discourse analysis 

was applied in order to analyse how the media dealt with claims made by politicians during the 

2008 and 2017 election.  The results from this section of research were not as clear in 

establishing a retreat in factual verification as the results were in identifying a retreat in policy 

discussion, although conclusions can still be drawn.  While this thesis intended to make 

assumptions based on the changes in responses of authors to statements made by politicians 

that, in their reported form, asserted something to be true, either as fact or opinion, the most 

significant finding was the increase in claims that received no response at all.  Between 2008 

and 2017, the number of claims that were simply reported as the claim alone, without a 

counterclaim, evidence or judgment, increased from 40% to 63%.  That meant that claims only 

received a response from the author of the article 37% of the time.  Thus, while this thesis 
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primarily intended to address the rate at which an author was likely to address a claim made 

with the use of evidence, it found that more often than not, no verification of the reported claim 

was occurring at all.  Of the remaining claims, the decrease in factual verification of claims 

(that is, with evidence), decreased from 27% to 19% between 2008 and 2017.  This result is 

significant, but inconclusive.  It shows that in what is considered a pre post-truth politics 

environment, the use of evidence in verifying claims made was already low, which raises 

questions about whether evidence was employed greatly previously.  The decrease to 19% in 

2017 is, of course, concerning, as would be any decrease in the use of evidence.  However, 

given the already small starting figure, and a decrease of 8% over a decade, it is difficult to 

attribute this directly to a post-truth politics environment.  The most appropriate conclusion 

that is drawn from this section of study is that post-truth politics has seen a retreat in verification 

of claims made by politicians, rather than factual verification as such.  This encompasses a 

wider range of possible responses by the author (including judgments, counterclaims, or no 

response at all) rather than making conclusions based only on responses that included evidence.   

 

 

Overall research findings 

In view of these results, based on coverage in the New Zealand Herald, the Dominion Post, 

and the Otago Daily Times of New Zealand’s 2008 and 2017 election campaigns, the central 

conclusion of this thesis it that there is sufficient evidence to support a thesis that we have 

moved into a post-truth politics environment.  With a decrease in campaign coverage in 

newspapers and a clear retreat from policy discussion between the 2008 and 2017 elections, 

the first feature of post-truth politics as defined in this thesis has been established.  In regards 

to the latter component of post-truth politics, which was defined in this thesis as a retreat from 

factual verification, a retreat from verification of claims without any form of response by the 

author (with the use of evidence, counterclaim or judgment) was established.  This is significant, 

because it demonstrates that claims are, more often than not, not addressed at all, even without 

evidence. 

 

 

Limitations 

As with any research project, limitations and challenges will emerge.  From this research, the 

main limitation was always going to be that only one mainstream media industry was studied.  

However, given time constraints and the huge undertaking of analysing three newspapers in 
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two different years, this was simply not a feasible option.  Other studies in New Zealand have 

successfully compared election coverage of newspapers with television.  However, no study 

has yet compared 2008 and 2017 newspaper election coverage in the context of post-truth 

politics, so it was concluded that a contribution could be made in this capacity.  Other 

newspapers could also have been included, but due to the concentration of media companies in 

New Zealand, it would have been difficult to select another newspaper that was both owned by 

another company, and had circulation numbers high enough to warrant analysis.  The time 

period of analysis could also be considered a limitation, given that election coverage was 

already being reported prior to the commencement of the study period.  However, there was no 

overt time that such reporting began that was both consistent across each newspaper and each 

year, so commencing at Writ Day not only made practical sense, but also gave authority to the 

official state of the campaign period.  These limitations can be attributed to the confines of the 

study, including the need to keep the research focused (based on time and resource constraints), 

and the interests of the author.  Such limitations are important to acknowledge, because they 

recognise possibilities for future research in this field. 

 

This thesis also identified a significant gap in the relevant literature regarding post-truth politics 

and election campaigns, particularly within a New Zealand context.  It is acknowledged that 

this is due to the recent rise in the concept of post-truth politics, with it only reaching levels of 

prominence following the major political events in 2016.  This did mean, however, that the 

frameworks that analyse how elections are covered by the media in a post-truth politics era are 

also limited.  However, this highlighted the need to develop an original framework that can 

make a valuable contribution to further scholarship on this topic. 
 

 

Future study 

Possible future studies should, first and foremost, include other elections. The 2011 and 2014 

are most logical to bridge the gap between 2008 and 2017, but it could also be worthy to assess 

2005 as well, in order to give weight to further elections prior to the post-truth politics period.  

The 2020 New Zealand election is fast approaching, and an assessment of the coverage of the 

campaign would seek to confirm the findings of this thesis.  Looking at other media industries 

– in particular, television and the six o’clock news – would follow the suit of other research 

studies.  It could also be worthwhile to assess claims made by politicians on Twitter, as 

Coddington et al. did, although with Twitter’s limited use in New Zealand by politicians, this 
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may prove fruitless.  Finally, the United States Presidential election will be taking place around 

the same time as New Zealand’s election on 2020, and a post-truth comparative study between 

the two countries using similar methodology could produce some fascinating results.   

 

 

Conclusion 

The news media plays a significant role in influencing political discourse and understanding in 

a democratic society, particularly during an election campaign where voters need to be able to 

make informed decisions.  If we have indeed moved into a post-truth environment, as this thesis 

lends support to, then the concerns for democracy and knowledgeable citizens that led to this 

research being undertaken are valid.  No country is immune to the culture that we see play out 

on the international stage.  The results of this study suggest that the pervasiveness of post-truth 

politics has not spared New Zealand.  
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