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INTRODUCTORY NOTE: QUALITY OF JOURNALISM

NotA INTRODUTORIA: A QUALIDADE DO JORNALISMO

Sandra Marinho
Centro de Estudos de Comunicagdo e Sociedade, Instituto de Ciéncias Sociais, Universidade do Minho, Braga, Portugal

Luis Miguel Loureiro
Centro de Estudos de Comunicagdo e Sociedade, Instituto de Ciéncias Sociais, Universidade do Minho, Braga, Portugal

Dolors Palau-Sampio
Departament de Teoria dels Llenguatges i Ciéncies de la Comunicacid, Facultat de
Filologia, Traduccié i Comunicacid, Universitat de Valéncia, Valencia, Spain

Quality of journalism, in journalism, within journalism. Irrespective of the phrasing
(which is not indifferent and contains particularities we will not discuss here), this concept
has an enduring tradition in the scientific field of journalism and communication studies.
However, over the last few years, due to the economic and technological transformations
in the media ecosystem — in which journalism operates — this debate has gained re-
newed interest, seeking solutions or strategies that allow understanding and addressing
numerous issues. These include the need for new business models or the sustainability of
journalism (according to the theoretical perspectives of this argument), the fight against
misinformation, the relationship between journalism — and the production of journalistic
narratives — and the production of journalistic narratives with formal professional sourc-
es (consultancies, public relations) or informal ones (spin doctors) or even the profound
changes in the dynamics of newsrooms and work routines.

Nowadays, journalism is a point of confluence of a wider range of issues. Some
argue that the quality of the political experience of today’s societies and citizens is rec-
ognised to be directly related to the quality of the information produced by journalists
and the media. However, this fact seems no longer enough to safeguard journalism from
the threats hanging over it and the crises surrounding it in the last decades. Hence, we
contend that studying and discussing the quality of journalism holds social significance;
it is relevant within the journalistic field, impacting journalists directly, and has relevance
within academia from a scientific standpoint.

The premise that studying the quality of journalism is socially relevant is grounded
in the attributed role of journalism within democratic societies and its contribution to fos-
tering citizenship (Adam & Clark, 2006; Carey, 1999; Curran et al., 2009; Franklin, 1997;
Hackett & Uzelman, 2003; Harris, 2001; Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2003; McNair, 2000; Meier,
2019; Meyer, 2004; Patterson, 2000; Tsfati et al., 2006). However, the relationship be-
tween journalism and democracy has challenges (Curran, 2005). It is crucial to note that
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while there is a natural connection between journalism and democracy, it should not be as-
sumed that journalism has the ability or obligation to create democracy (Schudson, 2003).

The quality of journalism, extensively deliberated in literature, emerges as a mul-
tidimensional and intricate concept that defies easy definition and assessment (Lacy &
Rosenstiel, 2015; Maguire, 2005; Molyneux & Coddington, 2020; Picard, 2000, 2004;
Rosenstiel & Mitchell, 2004; Shapiro, 2010). On the one hand, this feature represents an
epistemological challenge and creates difficulties in its empirical implementation (but does
not make it impossible, as research has shown). On the other hand, it gives it the flexibility
often necessary when it comes to changing ecosystems to attain the ability to become an
operational and coordinating concept, shared with other related concepts like “credibility”.

While establishing precise definitions or methods for assessing the quality of jour-
nalism proves challenging, there has been notable scientific production in this field, with
diverse proposals targeting different dimensions of its implementation. Efforts have been
made to organise this body of work through meta-analyses of the literature (Marinho,
2015; Pinto & Marinho, 2004). The editors of this volume propose organising these con-
tributions around three approaches (that are not rigidly defined or mutually exclusive): lit-
erature that focuses on assessing the quality of journalism essentially from the perspective
of the news production processes and conditions, literature mainly centred on the news
product and its inherent attributes; and literature primarily addressing the assessment of
quality from the viewpoint of audiences and their uses (including the accessibility of con-
tent). Gémez-Mompart and Palau-Sampio (2013) add those dimensions when defining
quality in journalism:

journalistic quality embodies different processes involved in gathering and
handling information. It emerges from upholding standards of balance and
impartiality, contrast and plurality — aligning with ethical codes and self-
regulation standards. Simultaneously, it demands diversity and originality
— in content and treatment — thorough research, in-depth study and in-
dependence — from political conditions and economic pressures. All these
elements prevent journalism from being detached from specific production
conditions and the context of its reception. (p. 35)

This perspective brings us to another central idea: the study of journalism and its
quality is contextual and reliant on the axes that “shape, influence, and enhance it” (Pinto
& Marinho, 2004, p. 576). This is because “journalists operate within specific socio-cultur-
al contexts and timeframes, elements that structure and at times impose constraints on
their work” (Marinho, 2015, p. 125).

Within this framework, it is crucial to acknowledge that journalistic production oc-
curs within the broader information /data production and dissemination ecosystem. Today,
information permeates every facet of contemporary society. As such, the journalistic pro-
duction of information stands as a crucial element in the relationship between societies
and their foundational elements, serving as a primary method for constructing narratives
rooted in reality to elucidate and uphold social experiences.
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Contrary to what formed the historical core of journalism’s growing social centrality
until the emergence of the internet, journalistic information is increasingly produced in an
immense informational environment that, besides outspreading and diluting it, simulta-
neously forces it to be competitive. Journalism still has a reserve of legitimacy, bestowing
authority to the information it produces. This legitimacy is based, on the one hand, on the
tradition related to its fundamental role in developing the modern public sphere and, on
the other hand, on the general knowledge of the internal and external control mechanisms
of journalistic practices for journalistic production is supposed to be scrutinised from its
ethos and praxis. However, the modes of competition in which it is progressively immersed
bring it closer and closer to the possibility of exhausting that reserve. Hence, the constantly
discussed threats to journalism are rooted in its economic sustainability models, which
impose the urgency of competing for visibility metrics. But also in the intrinsic informa-
tion production models, which qualify it or not as public interest information and make it
compete with the production of information not mediated by journalists.

There is no doubt that journalism has perpetually existed amidst tensions. Over the
last two centuries, with the escalating industrialisation of journalistic production, estab-
lishing newsrooms as the epicentre of news creation marked the pivotal juncture, the de-
cisions between what aspects of the world are showcased and what remains concealed, the
methods that reveal more and those that reveal less, the newsroom became the quintessen-
tial place where these tensions unfolded.

In this sense, it is important for scientific reflection to challenge the oversimplified
aphorism that journalism depends on the existence of journalists — which places the core of
the problem in issues such as the precariousness and depletion of newsrooms, which play
a fundamental role in assessing certain quality conditions, but are insufficient to account
for all the tensions that pervade the field. Hence, analysing the quality of journalism must
consider the study of journalists’ current extent of agency, which involves understanding
how the individual dimensions of the journalistic act can manifest within the conditions of
the possibility of contemporary journalistic production (Loureiro, 2023). Indeed, journal-
ists acknowledge a decline in the quality standards of journalistic products, a trend they
attribute to the ongoing crisis within the sector (Gémez-Mompart et al., 2015).

Research into the quality of journalism holds significance not only for the journalistic
field and journalists themselves but also encompasses another dimension: the quality of
journalism can serve as a “strategic investment” (Marinho, 2015; Pinto & Marinho, 2004).
This concept implies that investing in the quality of journalism can yield financial returns,
suggesting a symbiotic relationship between quality and business within the field. This
perspective — the association (not necessarily causal) between investment and revenue
— has been explored from different angles by several authors (Allern, 2002; Bogart, 2004;
Edmonds, 2004; Lacy & Martin, 2004; Meyer, 2004; Meyer & Kim, 2003; Rosenstiel &
Mitchell, 2004). This is a relevant axis, especially when aligned with the public/audience:
the quality of journalism as a path to credibility and fostering the establishment/mainte-
nance of trust among the public, based on the assumption that more audience/consump-
tion would generate a higher financial return.
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Journalism is exposed in a field where its economic survival, social relevance, suita-
bility to the technical and technological environments in which it is immersed, and objec-
tive and subjective conditions in which it is produced are simultaneously at stake. Thus,
analysing quality in journalism means embracing an increasingly complex public problem
that only a multidimensional scientific approach can attempt to address — even though
it risks falling short of the mark.

We proposed organising the literature on the quality of/in journalism into three
approaches: first, works that address journalism quality assessment by examining the
process and conditions of news production; second, those focusing on the news as prod-
ucts and their attributes; and finally, those that approach quality assessment by consid-
ering audiences and their uses. The thematic section of this volume comprises eight
articles — ranging from theoretical reviews to empirical approaches — primarily falling
within the first two approaches. However, that does not mean these texts do not consider
the public and the relationship between journalism and its audiences. As emphasised,
these are not watertight or mutually exclusive approaches. Their arguments primarily
steer clear of examining how the public engages with news reception and assesses jour-
nalistic quality.

Most of the contributions (five out of eight) are categorised within the first ap-
proach — focusing on the quality of journalism from the perspective of the process and
conditions of news production Pedro Coelho’s text on “New Frontiers of Investigative
Journalism: From the Lone Wolf to the Pack”; “A New Form of Precarity (of Practice)?
Professional Deskilling at the Centre of the Hijacking of Quality in Journalism”, by
Tiago Lima Quintanilha; “ The Strategic Approach to Quality in Journalism: Innovation,
Technology and Applied Research”, by Josenildo Luiz Guerra; the article on “Local
Journalists and Fact-Checking: An Exploratory Study in Portugal and Spain”, by Pedro
Jerénimo and Marta Sédnchez Esparza; and Marta Santos Silva’s contribution, “‘l Don’t
Have the Necessary Conditions’: How Television and Radio Journalists Rate the Quality of
Journalism in Portugal”. Within the second approach — assessing the quality of journal-
ism based on news as products and their inherent attributes — we encompass two con-
tributions: “Transparency as a Quality Dimension: Media Ownership and the Challenges
of (In)visibility” by Alexandra Figueira and Elsa Costa e Silva; and “Responsability and
Quiality of Journalism: Digital Accountability Instruments and Practices in the Portuguese
Media”, by Jodo Miranda. Finally, the section closes with a systematic literature review
of the “quality journalism” concept: “Bibliometric Study on Quality Journalism in the
Scopus Database: Evolution of the Topic and Characteristics” by Luisa del Carmen
Martinez Garcia and Edson Capoano.

Regarding the first set of texts, three tackle, from varying perspectives, the influence
of technological advancements on determining the quality of produced journalism and/
or its assessment. Pedro Coelho, in “New Frontiers of Investigative Journalism: From the
Lone Wolf to the Pack”, builds on the rejection of the idea that all journalism is, by nature,
investigative in order to choose “journalistic investigation as the prime embodiment of
high-quality journalism” (p. 1) and “seeks to identify potential solutions that can sustain
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the watchdog role associated with investigative journalism” (p. 1). He acknowledges the
role of digital technology in these solutions. However, he cautions that “investigative
journalism may be living a second life, but there is a risk that this rebirth is not reaching
everyone, and it should not be overlooked” (p. 15).

In “A New Form of Precarity (of Practice)? Professional Deskilling at the Centre of
the Hijacking of Quality in Journalism”, Tiago Lima Quintanilha delves into the results
of systematising the literature on professional deskilling. He concludes that journalists
are facing the creation of a new type of practice-related instability, “able to capture jour-
nalistic quality and which goes beyond the traditional and well-documented precarity
of employment and labour” (p. 1). Given journalism’s susceptibility to the effects and
pace of technological evolution, the author highlights the implications of this exposure
on “the quality of journalism and the deterioration of the journalistic product” (p. 13).
However, he acknowledges the potential for technology to facilitate a process of “profes-
sional reskilling and the rescuing of quality journalism supported by an infrastructure
that takes care of the trivialised tasks of the profession” (p. 13).

In “The Strategic Approach to Quality in Journalism: Innovation, Technology and
Applied Research”, Josenildo Luiz Guerra describes quality in journalism as “an organi-
sational effort that integrates external conditions and demands with internal actions,
from planning to final product delivery” (p. 1) and proposes that it be evaluated from a
quality management system, understood as “a set of integrated actions that aligns as-
sessment with editorial management guidelines, production processes and products.
The implementation of this proposal requires investment in innovation” (p. 1), which
will involve, among other things, leveraging the technological potential available to com-
panies and journalists, for the author, this investment is justified since “the current edi-
torial model lacks metrics and rigorous methods for measuring the quality claimed by
organisations, failing to uphold the trust placed by society in these professionals and
companies” (p. 16).

Pedro Jerénimo and Marta Sanchez Esparza, and Marta Santos Silva, also focus on
the process and conditions of news production by gathering insights from journalists.
Through surveys, these researchers delve into the practices and perspectives of these
pivotal actors in this dynamic. In “Local Journalists and Fact-Checking: An Exploratory
Study in Portugal and Spain”, Pedro Jerénimo and Marta Sdnchez Esparza interview
journalists from 12 local media outlets in Portugal and Spain to collect and analyse their
perspectives and approaches to fact-checking. The analysis identified internal (or sub-
jective) and external factors that condition the ability and ways of verifying information:
“time limitations and a shortage of personnel to perform the task optimally” (p. 13) and
“excessive reliance on official sources, sometimes combined with sloth — as Portuguese
journalists admit” (p. 14). One positive aspect is highlighted: “journalists are aware of
the problem and how the decline in the quality of information undermines public con-
fidence”, and they are “the first to take an interest in tackling these problems, learning
from their experiences and implementing new approaches in their newsrooms” (p. 14).
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Marta Santos Silva, in “‘| Don’t Have the Necessary Conditions’: How Television
and Radio Journalists Rate the Quality of Journalism in Portugal”, through semi-struc-
tured interviews with 11 radio and television journalists in Portugal, seeks to answer two
questions: how do television and radio journalists define quality journalism? And how
do television and radio journalists assess the quality of journalism produced in Portugal?
The analysis points to

the lack of investment or funding for newsrooms, the resulting reduction in
human resources, and the lack of time to devote to journalistic work, which
is partly the result of this loss of labour, and partly driven by competitive
dynamics and the speed of the digital medium. (p. 15)

While opinions on the quality of television and radio journalism in Portugal vary
among interviewees, most believe that “their working conditions for producing good
journalism fall short of what is desired” (p. 16). It is also clear “that journalists are able
and willing to make negative assessments of their own work and to justify these assess-
ments by stating the factors that cause the results to fall short of what is desired” (p. 16).

As for the articles centred on assessing the quality of journalism based on news
as products and their inherent attributes, this imprint is evident in two of the contribu-
tions in the thematic section, both dedicated to discussing — from different perspec-
tives — media regulation: the text entitled “Transparency as a Quality Dimension: Media
Ownership and the Challenges of (In)visibility”, by Alexandra Figueira and Elsa Costa e
Silva, and the article “Responsibility and Quality of Journalism: Digital Accountability
Instruments and Practices in the Portuguese Media”, by Jodao Miranda. These two texts,
even though they do not assess the quality of journalism from the standpoint of public
reception, underscore a crucial aspect: comprehensive, clear and transparent informa-
tion on media ownership and companies’ accountability mechanisms is a pre-requisite
for establishing and sustaining the trust of citizens/readers, and, ultimately, for promot-
ing news consumption and people’s interest (Hermans & Drok, 2018), which does not
necessarily have positive implications if we consider the pressures introduced into jour-
nalists’ work by audience measurement (Meijer, 2013), which is increasingly present in
newsrooms. By integrating these articles into an approach examining quality from the
viewpoint of the attributes or characteristics of the journalistic product, the term “prod-
uct” is understood broadly. It also encompasses the information made publicly available
by companies/organisations about their nature and procedures.

Alexandra Figueira and Elsa Costa e Silva’s “Transparency as a Quality Dimension:
Media Ownership and the Challenges of (In)visibility” draws from the regulatory de-
cisions of the Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media and “examines how the
principle of media transparency is perceived in the Portuguese market, analysing non-
compliance and objections to disclosing the required information” (p. 1). The analysis
points to a “lack of broad reflection on transforming it [transparency] into a tool serving
public communication policies that foster, for instance, independence and diversity in
journalism” (p. 16) and that “public engagement in discussing the risks associated with
media ownership in Portugal” (p. 15) remains a distant prospect. In other words, the
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authors emphasise that “transparency alone does not deliver the expected outcomes”
(p- 16) and that “transparency in terms of ownership of production does not solve the
need for transparency in terms of distribution” (p. 16).

Jodo Miranda, in “Responsibility and Quality of Journalism: Digital Accountability
Instruments and Practices in the Portuguese Media”, reflects on the “relationship be-
tween media accountability and the quality of journalism while also examining how new
forms of media responsibility could enhance information quality” (p. 1), based on an
“exploratory study mapping and analysing the level of implementation of digital respon-
sibility and accountability mechanisms of six Portuguese editorial projects” (p. 1). The
analysis highlights

on the one hand, the heterogeneous reality and potential underlying the
adaptation of conventional responsibility models to online formats. It also
underscores the mandated nature of media accountability and transpar-
ency processes, suggesting the need for further in-depth research into this
phenomenon. (p. 18)

It also underlines “[the expansion of] new opportunities for mobilising and broad-
ening the scope of these journalism quality monitoring processes. They have also height-
ened the potential for user participation and dialogue between the media and their audi-
ence” (p.18).

The thematic section is completed with the article “Bibliometric Study on Quality
Journalism in the Scopus Database: Evolution of the Topic and Characteristics” by Luisa
del Carmen Martinez Garcia and Edson Capoano. In the systematic review, based on a
sample of 971 scientific articles published between 1939 and 2022 and indexed in Scopus,
the authors conclude that “there is no watertight definition of what the quality of journal-
ism is, at least in the sample collected. Instead, there are dynamic definitions shaped
by evolving demands and ongoing debates” (p. 15), although anchored “in the thematic
debates prevalent within the journalistic field, such as the challenges of disinformation in
the 2020s, the proliferation of digital communication during the 2010s and the method-
ologies and genres emerging and re-emerging in the field” (p. 15) or even the “changes
in the craft and societal expectations throughout the analysed period” (p. 15).

As previously noted, scientific output on the quality of journalism has been sub-
stantial. However, as editors of the thematic section of this volume, we emphasise the
importance of acknowledging that this topic might fade from the research agenda. Due
to its intricate associations with many other concepts and dimensions of journalistic
practice, it is a pivotal concept, significantly contributing to their comprehension and co-
ordination. Hence, this issue of Comunicagdo e Sociedade challenges the scientific com-
munity to reflect on quality in journalism, both as a theoretical field of intersection and
insertion of journalistic production in information production and as a field of empirical
research into the quality(ies) that characterise contemporary journalistic production and
affirm it as an inalienable value in the ongoing construction of citizenship.

Translation: Anabela Delgado



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Introductory Note: Quality of Journalism - Sandra Marinho, Luis Miguel Loureiro & Dolors Palau-Sampio

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This work is supported by national funds through FCT — Fundagdo para a
Ciéncia e Tecnologia, I.P., under the project UIDB/00736/2020 (base funding) and
UIDP/00736/2020 (programme funding).

REFERENCES
Adam, G. S., & Clark, R. P. (2006). Journalism: The democratic craft. Oxford University Press.

Allern, S. (2002). Journalistic and commercial news values. News organizations as patrons of an institution
and market actors. Nordicom Review, 23(1/2), 137-152. https://doi.org/10.1515/nor-2017-0327

Bogart, L. (2004). Reflections on content quality in newspapers. Newspaper Research Journal, 25(1), 40-53.
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500104

Carey, J. (1999). Lawyers, voyeurs, and vigilantes. Media Studies Journal, 13(2), 16-17.

Curran, J. (2005). Mediations of democracy. In J. Curran & M. Gurevitch (Ed.), Mass media and society (pp.
122-145). Hodder Arnold.

Curran, |., lyengar, Sh., Lund, A. B., & Salovaara-Moring, |. (2009). Media system, public knowledge
and democracy: A comparative study. European Journal of Communication, 24(5), 5—26. https://doi.

org/10.1177/0267323108098943

Edmonds, R. (2004). News staffing, news budgets and news capacity. Newspaper Research Journal, 25(1),
98-109. https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500108

Franklin, B. (1997). Newszak and news media. Arnold.

Gbémez-Mompart, ). L., Gutiérrez-Lozano, |. F., & Palau-Sampio, D. (2015). Los periodistas espafioles
y la pérdida de la calidad de la informacién: El juicio profesional. Comunicar: Revista Cientifica de
Comunicacién y Educacidn, 22(45), 143-150. https://doi.org/10.3916/C45-2015-15

Goémez-Mompart, |. L., & Palau-Sampio, D. (2013). El reto dela exceléncia: Indicadores para medir la calidad
periodistica. In ). L. Gémez-Mompart, |. F. Gutiérrez-Lozano, & D. Palau-Sampio (Eds.), La calidad
periodistica: Teorias, investigaciones y sugerencias profesionales (pp. 17-38). Universitat Autdbnoma de
Barcelona/Universitat Pompeu Fabra.

Hackett, R. A., & Uzelman, S. (2003). Tracing corporate influences on press content: A summary
of recent NewsWatch Canada research. Journalism Studies, 4(3), 331-346. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14616700306486

Harris, J. (2001). The bottom line: Profits and journalism in newspapering. The Harvard International Journal
of Press/Politics, 6(4), 106—112. https://doi.org/10.1177/108118001129172369

Hermans, L., & Drok, N. (2018). Placing constructive journalism in context. Journalism Practice, 12(6),
679-694. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2018.1470900

Kovach, B., & Rosenstiel, T. (2003). The elements of journalism. Atlantic Books.

Lacy, S., & Martin, H. ). (2004). Competition, circulation and advertising. Newspaper Research Journal, 25(1),
18-39. https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500103

Lacy, S., & Rosenstiel, T. (2015). Defining and measuring quality journalism. Rutgers School of Communication
and Information.


https://doi.org/10.1515/nor-2017-0327
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500104
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323108098943
https://doi.org/10.1177/0267323108098943
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500108
https://doi.org/10.3916/C45-2015-15
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616700306486
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616700306486
https://doi.org/10.1177/108118001129172369
https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2018.1470900
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500103

Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Introductory Note: Quality of Journalism - Sandra Marinho, Luis Miguel Loureiro & Dolors Palau-Sampio

Loureiro, L. M. (2023). Jornalismo e ativismo: Um repérter portugués do lado russo da guerra na Ucrénia.
Communication, Technologies et Développement, (13), 1-23. https://doi.org/10.4000/ctd.8598

Maguire, M. (2005). Changes in ownership affect quality of Oshkosh paper. Newspaper Research Journal,
26(4), 74-86. https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290502600407

Marinho, S. (2015). Jornalismo e formagdo em mudanga: Modelos e construgdes na andlise do caso portugués.
CECS.

Meijer, I. C. (2013). Valuable journalism: A search for quality from the vantage point of the user. Journalism,
14(6), 754—770. https://doi.org/10.1177/146 4884912455899

McNair, B. (2000). Journalism and democracy: An evaluation of the political public sphere. Routledge.

Meier, K. (2019). Quiality in journalism. In T. P. Vos, F. Hanusch, D. Dimitrakopoulou, M. Geertsema-Sligh,
& A. Sehl (Eds.), The international encyclopedia of journalism studies (pp. 1-8). Wiley. https://doi.
org/10.1002/9781118841570.iejs0041

Meyer, P. (2004). The influence model and newspaper business. Newspaper Research Journal, 25(1), 66—83.
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500106

Meyer, P., & Kim, K.-H. (2003). Quantifying newspaper quality: “l know it when | see it”. In Proceedings from
the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication (pp. 1-10). ERIC.

Molyneux, L., & Coddington, M. (2020). Aggregation, clickbait and their effect on perceptions of journalistic
credibility and quality. Journalism Practice, 14(4), 429—446. https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2019.1628
658

Patterson, T. (2000). Doing well and doing good: How soft news and critical journalism are shrinking the news
audience and weakening democracy — And what news outlets can do about that. Joan Shorenstein Centre
on the Press, Politics and Public Policy.

Picard, R. (2000). Measuring quality by journalistic activity. In R. Picard (Ed.), Measuring media content,
quality, and diversity: Approaches and issues in content research (pp. 97-103). Media Economics, Content
and Diversity Project; Media Group, Business Research and Development Centre.

Picard, R. (2004). Commercialism and newspaper quality. Newspaper Research Journal, 25(1), 54—65. https://
doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500105

Pinto, M., & Marinho, S. (2004). A qualidade em jornalismo: Problematiza¢do e operacionalizagio do
conceito. In J. P. Sousa (Ed.), Jornalismo de referéncia — Actas do | Congresso Luso-Brasileiro de Estudos
Jornalisticos/Il Congresso Luso-Galego de Estudos Jornalisticos (pp. 571-579). Edi¢cdes Universidade
Fernando Pessoa.

Rosenstiel, T., & Mitchell, A. (2004). The impact of investing in newsroom resources. Newspaper Research
Journal, 25(1), 84—97. https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500107

Schudson, M. (2003). The sociology of news. W. W. Norton & Company.

Shapiro, I. (2010). Evaluating journalism. Journalism Practice, 4(2), 143—162. https://doi.
org/10.1080/17512780903306571

Tsfati, Y., Meyers, O., & Peri, Y. (2006). What is good journalism? Comparing Israeli public and journalists’
perspectives. Journalism, 7(2), 152—173. https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884906062603


https://doi.org/10.4000/ctd.8598
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290502600407
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464884912455899
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118841570.iejs0041
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118841570.iejs0041
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500106

https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2019.1628658
https://doi.org/10.1080/17512786.2019.1628658
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500105
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500105
https://doi.org/10.1177/073953290402500107
https://doi.org/10.1080/17512780903306571
https://doi.org/10.1080/17512780903306571

Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Introductory Note: Quality of Journalism - Sandra Marinho, Luis Miguel Loureiro & Dolors Palau-Sampio

BrograrHIcAL NOTES

Sandra Marinho has a PhD in Communication Sciences from the University of
Minho, focusing on the quality of journalism education. She has been a lecturer at
the same institution since 1997, teaching in research methodologies, communication
theories and journalism. She is a researcher at Communication and Society Research
Centre, where she researches the quality of journalism education and the quality of jour-
nalism/information/communication. She is a Barémetro de Qualidade da Informacao
(Information Quality Barometer) member and has contributed to numerous national and
international research projects. She has held various leadership roles, including directing
bachelor’s and master’s programs in Communication Sciences at University of Minho.
She spearheaded the REC | Repdrteres em Construgdo educational project and co-founded
it. Formerly, she served as vice director of the Communication and Society Research
Centre and presently sits on the executive committee of IDEA-UMinho Centre, which fos-
ters pedagogical innovation and skills development of the University of Minho's teaching
ecosystem. She is the director of the journalistic project Flor do Tdmega.

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2013-229X

Email: marinho@ics.uminho.pt

Address: Universidade do Minho, Instituto de Ciéncias Sociais, Campus de Gualtar,
4710-057, Braga, Portugal

Luis Miguel Loureiro has a degree in Biochemistry from the University of Coimbra
and a PhD in Communication Sciences from the University of Minho, where he has been
a professor since 2021. He was a radio and television journalist for 30 years, a war cor-
respondent in the Middle East (Israel-Hezbollah war, 2006), and a senior reporter and
investigative journalist, awarded individually and collectively. He was co-responsible for
and author of the journalistic investigations for the Sexta as 9 (Friday at 9) programme
(RTP) into the lithium exploration concession in Portugal, which were at the origin of the
judicial investigation that, in November 2023, brought down the third Government of
Prime Minister Anténio Costa. After his doctorate, he continued his academic and sci-
entific career at Universidade Lusé6fona (Porto), where, from 2012 to 2021, he coordinat-
ed the degree in Communication Sciences and the master’s degree in Communication,
Networks and Technologies and was also a member of the teaching staff for the doctor-
ates in Communication Studies for Development and Media Arts. He has taught commu-
nication and journalism ethics, investigative journalism, journalistic genres and network
activism and has led research seminars. He is currently teaching courses on journalistic
narratives and the various practical areas of journalism, particularly audiovisual journal-
ism. He is a researcher at the Communication and Society Research Centre and coordi-
nates the Barémetro de Qualidade da Informacao (Information Quality Barometer). He
has been researching the sociology of communication, new media, network activism,
journalism, and television studies.

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3201-8013

I0


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2013-229X
mailto:marinho@ics.uminho.pt
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3201-8013

Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Introductory Note: Quality of Journalism - Sandra Marinho, Luis Miguel Loureiro & Dolors Palau-Sampio

Email: luisloureiro@ics.uminho.pt
Address: Universidade do Minho, Instituto de Ciéncias Sociais, Campus de Gualtar,
4710-057, Braga, Portugal

Dolors Palau-Sampio has a degree and PhD in Journalism (2008, Extraordinary
Award) from the Universitat Autdbnoma de Barcelona. She has been lecturing journalism
at the Universitat de Valéncia since 2000 and has been an editor at the Levante-EMV
newspaper for nine years. Her lines of research focus on journalistic quality and ethics,
narrative and digital journalism and media discourse analysis. She has published over 40
articles in indexed journals, including El Profesional de la Informacién, Communication &
Society, Comunicar, International Journal of Communication and Journal of Communication
Inquiry. She has authored the book Els Estils Periodistics. Maneres de Veure i Construir la
Realitat (Journalistic Styles. Ways of Seeing and Constructing Reality, 2005) and over 30
book chapters and has delivered approximately 120 papers at conferences, many of them
international. She was vice-dean of Communication and Participation at the Faculty of
Philology, Translation, and Communication at the Universitat de Valéncia.

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9051-0239

Email: dolors.palau@uv.es

Address: Facultat de Filologia, Traduccié i Comunicacié. Avinguda Blasco Ibafiez,
32. 46010 Valencia (Espafa)

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

II


mailto:luisloureiro@ics.uminho.pt
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9051-0239
mailto:dolors.palau@uv.es

Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

THEMATIC ARTICLES | ARTIGOS TEMATICOS@



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023, e023015
https://doi.org/10.17231/comsoc.44(2023).4561

NEw FRONTIERS OF INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM:
FroM THE LONE WoOLF TO THE PACK

Pedro Coelho
ICNOVA, Faculdade de Ciéncias Sociais e Humanas, Universidade NOVA de Lisboa, Lisbon, Portugal

ABSTRACT

This paper resorts to a literature review to cover 100 years of investigative journalism his-
tory, focusing on the concept by choosing journalistic investigation as the prime embodiment of
high-quality journalism, providing a broad perspective on the topic.

Resuming the debate on the differences between investigative journalism and day-to-day
journalism, which still creates rifts among the journalistic class, but also within academia, this
article dismisses the all-encompassing view that all journalism is investigative.

By assessing the impact of external factors, such as the market and technology, on the ma-
trix of the investigative journalism concept, this analysis seeks to identify potential solutions that
can sustain the watchdog role associated with investigative journalism.

As such, this paper delves into the new frontiers of investigative journalism, simultane-
ously highlighting the potential of digital technology to keep powers under scrutiny in an increas-
ingly complex world; create collaborative networks among journalists that expand the scope and
enhance the impact of published stories; foster partnerships between media organisations, non-
profit organisations and universities; and find long overdue solutions to ensure that investigative
journalism reaches peripheral territories, where it still has an utterly marginal presence.

KEYwoRDS

investigative journalism, quality journalism, day-to-day journalism, technology, market

NovAs FRONTEIRAS DO JORNALISMO DE
INVESTIGACAO: DO LOBO SOLITARIO A ALCATEIA

REsumo

Este artigo recorre a revisdo bibliografica para percorrer 100 anos de histéria do jornalis-
mo de investigacdo, fixando-se no conceito, em toda a sua amplitude, ao eleger a investigacdo
jornalistica como a expressdo mais direta do jornalismo de qualidade.

Retomando a discussdo sobre as diferencgas entre jornalismo de investigagdo e jornalismo
quotidiano, que, ainda hoje, cria clivagens no seio da classe jornalistica, mas também na acade-
mia, este artigo rejeita a visdo abrangente de que todo o jornalismo é de investigacdo.
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Avaliando o impacto dos fatores externos, como o mercado e a tecnologia, na matriz do
conceito de jornalismo de investigacdo, esta andlise tenta identificar solugdes que contribuam
para que a fungdo de cdo de guarda, atribuida ao jornalismo de investigagado, permaneca ativa.

Nesse sentido, este artigo aprofunda as novas fronteiras do jornalismo de investigacdo,
salientando o potencial da tecnologia digital para, simultaneamente, manter sob escrutinio os
poderes num mundo cada vez mais complexo; criar redes de colaboragdo entre jornalistas que
alarguem a escala das matérias publicadas e reforcem o impacto; promover parcerias entre 6r-
gdos de comunicagdo social, entidades n3o lucrativas e universidades; encontrar solucdes, que
tardam, para que o jornalismo de investigacdo chegue aos territérios periféricos, onde ainda tem
uma expressio absolutamente residual.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

jornalismo de investigacdo, jornalismo de qualidade, jornalismo quotidiano, tecnologia, mercado

1. INTRODUCTION

This article explores the classic concept of investigative journalism, emphasising
what sets it apart from everyday practice and how digital technology has promoted its
expansion, adding new challenges to journalism and the investigative journalist without
alienating the concept matrix. Within a market-driven environment, this reflection also
analyses how investigative journalism endures, supported by new business models and
new production and distribution methods.

The crisis of sustainability in the media, triggered by digitalisation and further ex-
acerbated by the 2007 burst of the mortgage market bubble in the United States, has, as
several authors recognise, led to the disintegration of the journalism business, causing
newsrooms cutbacks, salary reductions and closure of journalistic platforms worldwide
(Birnbauer, 2019; Cagé, 2016; Hoxha, 2019; Jack, 2006; Starkman, 2014; Starr, 2011).
This “meteorite”, as Ramonet (2011, p. 11) puts it, has caused a radical shift in the entire
“media ecosystem”, journalistic quality being the first victim, as underscored by several
analyses (Cagé, 2016; Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2010; Tong, 2022).

Navigating the inherent challenge of defining the concept of quality, especially
if applied to journalism (Marinho, 2015), several authors draw a direct correlation be-
tween quality and investigative journalism' (Antelava, 2018; Birnbauer, 2019; Coelho &
Rodrigues, 2020; Starkman, 2014; Tong, 2022). Concurrently, other scholars emphasise
that the decline in quality caused by the sustainability crisis has had a particularly sig-
nificant impact on investigative journalism (Burgh, 2021; Cagé, 2016; Hamilton, 2016;
Hoxha, 2019; Jack, 2006; Knobel, 2018).

' In this article, we analyse the broad scope of the investigative journalism concept, encompassing the neighbouring con-
cepts of accountability journalism watchdog journalism, in-depth reporting/long-form exposé, public interest journalism
as Bill Birnbauer (2019) describes it, highlighting the analogy many authors have drawn between investigative journalism
and democracy (p. 57).
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Dean Starkman (2014), prolific on the subject, describes the disappearance of
dissenting voices in newsrooms and emphasises the permanent cuts that the “disin-
tegration of the financial underpinnings of the news business” (p. 246) has caused in
investigative journalism. Disinvestment in investigative journalism “could not have
come at a worse time” (p. 246). “The watchdog didn’t bark” (p. 4), he concludes.

Bill Birnbauer’s (2019) analysis seems to point in the opposite direction. To prove
his thesis, the Australian author draws on several studies, including a study by Knobel
(2018), where the author, responding directly to Starkman, provides evidence that “the
watchdog still barks”. Drawing on his interpretation of these studies, Birnbauer (2019)
concludes that editors enforced “the culture and values of professional journalism” (p.
52) by protecting investigative reporting and teams of journalists.

We will see below that these two seemingly opposing perspectives share a com-
mon ground.

The omnipresence of the war in Ukraine serves as a backdrop to delineate the
underlying thought processes that shape this article. It underscores not only the vary-
ing paces of journalism but also highlights the new challenges that journalism must
confront to participate in the preservation of democracy (Sarmina, 2018).

As Natalia Antelava (2018) points out, day-to-day journalism is “disposable” and
“not designed for staying on a story” (p. 220). The war in Ukraine, elevated to daily
news status since 24 February 2022, disrupts this universal logic.

In war, an environment shaped by propaganda and fake news, the spread of am-
putated truths is fast and difficult to control and journalists, as Medea Benjamin (2014)
acknowledges, tend to be more lapdogs than watchdogs of the government leading to
the suppression of dissenting perspectives.

The texts Martha Gellhorn (2007) wrote about the Vietham War were never pub-
lished in national newspapers. The reporter needed the British The Guardian to publish
and counter the “official American version of the war” (p. 448).

During the 1960s and 1970s, the State’s control of information allowed it to have
“control of reality” (Sarmina, 2018, p. 193), which facilitated the exclusion of Martha
Gellhorn from the chorus of official voices that aligned with a particular vision of the
Vietnam war. However, in the digital age, the control of information flows requires
much more complex tools, that “the more invisible such instruments are, the more
powerful they are” (p. 194).

The digital age will have to use the formula the analogue age tried to use to tune
out the chorus of the official narrative forged in propaganda and disinformation. In
the last century, Martha Gellhorn (2007) relied on “serious, careful and honest jour-
nalism... as a means of ( ... ) getting the facts straight” (p. 420). In the digital age,
Jingrong Tong (2022) contends that when “disinformation and fake news further dam-
age the health of democracy”, “we need quality journalism more than ever” (p. 170).
She adds that “this need” is one of the primary reasons that journalism is “obliged to
survive and revive” (p. 170).

We are exactly at the point of survival, Barbie Zelizer (2017) warns us: “with jour-
nalism’s exhaustion, comes the potential for journalism’s height and rebirth” (p. 7).
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In the digital age, the rebirth of “quality journalism, such as investigative journal-
ism” (Tong, 2022, p. 171), however, requires journalists to have “new skills, but also re-
quires an ability to think independently and critically” (p. 138). Indeed, Oliver Hahn and
Florian Stalph (2018) acknowledge that “investigative journalism is heavily affected by
digital transformation” (p. 2).

2. INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM

The classic definition of investigative journalism has stood the test of time. Even
though the original concept has broadened its scope due to market and technological in-
fluences, demanding new skills from investigative journalists and imposing new challeng-
es, the concept’s matrix remains. The classic definition of investigative journalism, based
on the desire forged in the late 19th to early 20th century, from the contribution of muck-
rakers? to put the powerful under scrutiny, remains essentially unchanged and has been
endorsed by numerous authors throughout different periods (Anderson & Benjaminson,
1976; Aucoin, 2005; Birnbauer, 2019; Burgh, 2021; Hamilton, 2016; Houston & Horvit,
2021; Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2010; Randall, 2016; Starkman, 2014; Tong, 2022)3.

The Oxford Dictionary of Journalism (Harcup, 2014) encapsulates the essence of in-
vestigative journalism’s watchdog role, defining it as “reporting that sets out to discover
something that somebody wishes to remain a secret” (p. 144). The mission of an individu-
al journalist or a team of journalists involves “detailed and time-consuming” investigative
work in “inquiring into some kind of alleged wrongdoing” (p. 144).

This definition should be complemented with a description of specific tasks inves-
tigative journalists undertake, within ethical guidelines, to uncover hidden information,
determining who, when and where they hide, why they hide and how they hide.

2.1. INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM AND DAY-TO-DAY JOURNALISM

In 1976, in the aftermath of the Watergate affair and the two-year spurt of revelations
about the 1972 break-in at Democratic Party headquarters, investigative journalists David
Anderson and Peter Benjaminson (1976) published the first book entirely devoted to in-
vestigative journalism.

The book introduces an argument challenging the distinction between investigative
journalism and everyday journalism: “any reporter who does the job well is already part
investigator. Those who merely report the public words of people powerful enough ( ...)
to attract the media’s attention are publicists or stenographers; they are not journalists”
(Anderson & Benjaminson, 1976, p. 3).

2 The term was coined by President Teddy Roosevelt in 1906 and is related to the act of “digging in the muck for sensation-
alistic stories” (Zelizer & Allan, 2010, pp. 74—75) and portrays the restricted group of journalists critical of power who, at
the beginning of the 20th century and until the advent of the First World War, denounced, above all, cases of corruption.
Despite sharing similarities with advocacy journalism and deviating from literary canons, muckrakers are closely associated
with the origins of investigative journalism (Hoxha, 2019; Starkman, 2014).

3 The reference is not comprehensive and only aims to highlight structuring moments through the perspectives of influen-
tial authors in journalism studies. Hahn and Stalph (2018), Hoxha (2019), Liick and Schultz (2019), Knobel (2018), Starr
(20m1), Zelizer and Allan (2010) share the same approach.
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Indeed, many journalists (Aucoin, 2005)# and certain scholars (Lanosga et al., 2015)5
have put forth the notion that all journalists are guided by an inherent watchdog instinct,
suggesting that there are no differences among their profiles and levels of engagement
with the journalistic object. That is not the stance taken in the present discussion.

David Randall (2016) succinctly captures the boundary between investigative jour-
nalism and day-to-day journalism in one sentence: “investigative reporting starts at the
point where the day-to-day work stops” (p. 128). The news, the raw material of day-to-day
journalism, has tight deadlines, and publication cannot stretch beyond the demands of
the ephemeral. Randall underlines just that, “a point” at which the journalist has “to stop
and report” what has found or not found (p. 128). In turn, investigative reporting, func-
tioning at a different pace, “does not accept the secrecy and the refusal of officials... It
finds out for itself” (Randall, 2016, p. 128).

Randall's (2016) observation suggests that investigative journalism does not cancel
out day-to-day journalism. The two approaches complement each other, embodying jour-
nalism’s noble mission to serve the public.

Dean Starkman (2014) also establishes a clear distinction between investigative
journalism, which the author classifies as accountability reporting and day-to-day journal-
ism, access reporting. However, the author’s line of argument reflects a clear overestima-
tion of accountability reporting while pointing to a set of access reporting practices that
distort journalism’s framework of values. Dean Starkman (2014) breaks the link and the
complementarity between the two paces of journalism, whose grounds have already been
emphasised here:

access reporting tells readers what powerful actors say, while accountabil-
ity reporting tells readers what they do ( ... ). Access reporting tends to
talk to elites; accountability, to dissidents ( ... ). Access tends to transmit
orthodox views; accountability ( ... ) heterodox ( ...). In business news, ac-
cess reporting focuses on investors’ interests; accountability, on the public
interest (... ). Access ( ... ) its stories are, if not easier, certainly quicker to
produce and rarely confrontational ( ... ). Accountability reporting is forever
marginal, a cost center... time consuming, stressful, and enemy making...
Put simply, accountability reporting — the watchdog — got the story that
access reporting missed... Without accountability, journalism has no pur-
pose, no focus, no point. (pp. 10-11)

4 In the list of journalists who argue that all journalism is investigative journalism, James Aucoin (2005) highlights Carl
Bernstein and Robert Maynard, citing public statements that the two Washington Post journalists made in the mid-1970s.
Aucoin also highlights the positions of Richard Dudman of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and Jonathan Kwitny of the Wall Street
Journal, expressed in the same period.

5In a study published in 2015, the result of two surveys with the same type of questions, given to 1,900 American journalists
(1,080 day-to-day journalists, 861 investigative journalists) in late 2013, Lanosga et al. (2015) concluded there are differ-
ences between investigative journalists and day-to-day journalists.However, these differences mainly reflect the roles each
group believes they have in the trade. The authors challenge the fact that journalists and scholars assume that investigative
journalists form a “breed apart” without this claim being legitimised by academic studies. This study, as the authors argue,
addresses this “lapse”. Analysing the responses, the study’s authors admit that investigative journalists, because they are
more likely than everyday journalists to use “controversial practices”, have “lower ethical standards” than other journalists,
which, the authors conclude, are “contrary to suggestions in the literature” on the subject. The authors also note what they
consider to be an “intriguing consequence”: “while investigative journalists are generally more adversarial toward public
officials than journalists overall, they are also more likely to work” alongside them (Lanosga et al., 2015, pp. 2, 20).
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2.2. TaE Torics THAT TRIGGER INVESTIGATIONS

Investigative journalism is frequently linked to uncovering malpractices within public
administration involving public servants, particularly active politicians or individuals who
have held significant public roles. The most prominent thematic range of investigative
journalism also encompasses the exposure of misconduct within private companies and
their managers, particularly those with close professional connections to the Government.
It further extends to foundations, their managers, and other civil society entities, especially
those receiving public funding.

The choice of the topic depends mainly on three factors: the reporter’s originality and
proactivity (Hamilton, 2016; Houston & Horvit, 2021; Hunter, 2018; Novais, 2022; Randall,
2016), the associated costs of the investigation (Hamilton, 2016), and the potential impact
that uncovering the topic may yield.

In assessing the impact of investigative stories, Hamilton (2016) analysed the career
of Pat Stith, an investigative journalist based in North Carolina. The study concluded that
in four decades of work, Stith’s investigative reports generated $4,700,000 in community
benefits. Thus, the conclusion drawn by the US scholar urges political authorities and civil
society to prioritise the reinforcement of investigative journalism:

each dollar invested ( ...) in investigative work can yield hundreds of dol-
lars in benefits to society when public policies change. Investigative report-
ing costing thousands of dollars can generate millions in benefits spread
throughout a community. (Hamilton, 2016, p. 279)

Andrew Lehren (2018) takes the example of Pat Stith to emphasise the relevance of
the impact of investigative journalism. Stith’s alliance with technology has allowed him to
expand the scale of his stories and their impact.

The social profit associated with such work, when it leads to change, reforms out-
dated laws, exposes corruption, and uncovers criminal networks, is not directly matched by
financial profit. However, as Philippe Meyer (2004) acknowledges, the investment in qual-
ity investigative journalism is a long-term venture, as “quality produces business” (p. 79).

The impact of an investigation dictates that the journalist does not abandon the topic
after publication or exposure. They must follow the story’s lead and investigate new leads
generated by the impact (Hamilton, 2016; Houston & Horvit, 2021; Hunter, 2018).

2.3. THE CHALLENGE OF UNCOVERING

Because it is more complex and original than breaking news or beat journalism, it
takes longer, it upsets people, and it is more demanding of official responses (Birnbauer,
2019); because investigative journalists face greater ethical dilemmas, have greater trans-
parency concerns, refer to more documents, spend more time producing stories than day-
to-day journalists (Houston & Horvit, 2021), investigative journalism is “a higher form of
journalism” (Coelho & Silva, 2018; Knobel, 2018).

The investigation challenge is too demanding for the journalist for the reasons out-
lined. “To stir up a hornet’s nest”, recognise Oliver Hahn and Florian Stalph (2018, pp.
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2-3), has costs. There is a permanent conflict between those who investigate and those
who are investigated and who strive, by creating “obstacles”, to avoid the pressure of the
investigation. It is up to the journalist to resist, “to fiercely overcome” these obstacles.

Jingrong Tong (2022) summarises the nature of this conflict — “investigative jour-
nalism pits the press against power” (p. 34) — and this evidence underpins a paradox
noted by two authors in an analysis spaced 12 years apart. James T. Hamilton (2016) and
Erik Neveu (2004) emphasise that investigative journalism is highly esteemed by both the
public and journalists themselves, yet it is under-practised.

The time that investigative journalism requires, the uncertainty of the outcome and
the costs associated with more complex investigations may not be the only justifications
for the minimal expression of investigative journalism. Tong (2002) complements this as-
sumption. The author writes that in an environment dominated by “severe financial loss-
es”, journalistic media “may not be able to afford to damage such relationships” (p. 34).

Coelho and Silva (2018) and Houston and Horvit (2021) use the same expression —
“bulletproof evidence” — to stress the need for the published story to withstand the pres-
sure of vested interests, which the investigation aims to uncover, but also the inevitable
lawsuits that this reveal will eventually raise.

In the same vein, Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel (2010) associate investigative re-
porting with the imperative to attain “a higher standard of proof” while also maintaining
“high levels of transparency” and providing “great detail about sources and methods”
employed to demonstrate the report’s “independence” (p. 72).

2.4. UNDER THE PrRIMACY OF ETHICS

The most distinctive task involves a stronger commitment to ethics and careful re-
flection on situations that can create doubt in the public eye. Such a commitment forges
“bulletproof evidence” and enhances transparency. David Randall (2016) notes, “ethics
are not some optional extra but are integral to every aspect of the job” (p. 171).

Thus, Hoxha (2019) proposes that the investigation be subjected to “layers of veri-
fication of facts” (p. 1), a task that Houston and Horvit (2021) categorise as “line-by-line
checking”, which requires the journalist to “check out each fact” and to go back “to
the original documentation” and “interviews”, “the reporter checks quotes”, identifying
“logical inconsistencies or information gaps” (p. 104).

The most demanding ethical commitment also requires investigative journalists
to be particularly careful in their relationship with sources. Preserving a distance from
the source, decoding from the outset what motivates them to make a certain revelation,
limits the risk of the journalist allowing themselves to be instrumentalised, becoming
hostage to the interests of that source (Anderson & Benjaminson, 1976).

Using anonymous sources is another decision that can compromise the trans-
parency of the investigation. Houston and Horvit (2021) recommend that anonymous
sources should only be used after the relevance of the information has been considered
and all alternative options available to the journalist have been exhausted, such as trying
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to verify the information with another person with real knowledge of the matter, or en-
sure it can be confirmed in official documents.

3. THE PARTICUIAR PERSONALITY OF THE INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALIST

Amidst the paradoxes inherent in investigative journalism, James Aucoin (2005)
is willing to tackle yet another one. In a detailed analysis of the evolution of the inves-
tigative journalism concept from 1960 to 1975, Aucoin cites one of the journalists who
has achieved legendary status in the history of journalism, Carl Bernstein. In 1975, Bob
Woodward's partner in the Watergate revelations publicly refused the title of investigative
journalist: “all good reporting really is based on the same thing, the same kind of work”
(p- 85), “I've always approached especially long pieces by digging into things... | don’t
think you do such stories any differently” (Aucoin, 2005, p. 108).

Alicia Shepard, who in 2007 published a detailed account of Bernstein’s and
Woodward'’s journey following their Watergate coverage, recognises that “three decades
after Watergate”, the two names “are still synonymous with the gold standard in investi-
gative, in-depth reporting” (p. xiv). Shepard’s (2007) description shows that Bernstein’s
position on investigative journalism differed from the one he expressed in 1975. The
biographer recalls that, during the Bush administration, Bernstein publicly demanded “a
Watergate-like investigation” (p. xv).

In the great detail she puts into the characterisation of Carl Bernstein’s journalistic
personality, Alicia Shepard (2007) reproduces the opinions of co-workers, editors, and,
in everyone’s voice, the distinctive traits that Bernstein devalued in 1975 stand out: “an
unstoppable desire to be at the center of things, a ferocious curiosity... bright, intense,
and aggressive” (pp. 21-22), which, from the outset, accentuates the adversarial position
usually associated with the investigative journalist (Lanosga et al., 2015; Novais, 2022).

David Anderson and Peter Benjaminson (1976) discuss the particular personal-
ity of the investigative journalist. The authors consider that “uncovering information,
particularly information that has been deliberately concealed, requires a certain type of
personality”, characterised by “extraordinary patience” and an “extremely high threshold
of boredom” (p. 3). In 1976, these authors established a distinction that is still replicated
today in textbooks dedicated to the study of investigative journalism. “What separates
the investigator from other reporters is a willingness to dig” (Anderson & Benjaminson,
1976, p. 4)°. More than 40 years later, Houston e Horvit (2021) emphasised exactly the
“penchant for digging” (p. 3) as the watermark of the investigative journalist.

3.1. UsING THE PRIVILEGE OF TIME WISELY

The time that journalists “who had survived the cutbacks” increasingly spend on
“superficial stories” (Birnbauer, 2019, p. 44), developing an almost mechanical work, like

¢ 1n 1975, a year before Anderson and Benjaminson’s joint work, we find the expression “digging specialists” quoted by
Walter Lubars and John Wicklein (1975) in the volume they organised at the Watergate conference at Boston University.
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the “hamster wheel” (Starkman, 2014, p. 246), is, in the newsrooms of the digital age, a
privilege. Time allows digging and widens the gap between the day-to-day journalist and
the investigative journalist; it is an achievement and a responsibility.

Pat Stith, an investigative journalist for four decades, was given “the gift of time”
(Hamilton, 2016, p. 278). The News Observer journalist, whose career James T. Hamilton
(2016) analysed, was able to construct “a happy combination”: his reporting generated
“financial returns”, “professional pride”, and “social responsibility” (p. 278). Stith man-
aged his time wisely, condensing, in that management, the main traits that set an inves-
tigative journalist apart: “get training”, as one of the pioneers of data journalism, “fight
for records, analyze data, prepare for interviews, check and verify, publish frequently, and
to do follow-ups that generate change” (Hamilton, 2016, p. 278). However, to the time
the News Observer gave him, Stith added his own time, “going beyond the normal pay-
day to spend nights and often weekends to gather evidence and confirmations” (p. 278).

3.2. DouBT AND METHOD

Stith was guided by “a mantra”, doubt: “I doubt that... the phrase pops up fre-
quently — in interviews about his work” (Hamilton, 2016, p. 208).

John Pilger (2005) also encourages scepticism in the investigative journalist. Bill
Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel (2010) recommend that reporters always start a story as if
they know nothing, cultivating a permanent “sceptical knowledge” (p. 30). David Randall
(2016) argues that being a “sharp and sceptical questioner” is an attribute of the “uni-
versal journalist” (p. viii). Houston and Horvit (2021) recommend the investigative jour-
nalist “healthy scepticism” (p. iv). David Anderson and Peter Benjaminson (1976) char-
acterise the investigative journalist as one who distrusts “human nature” because, they
add, “someone, somehow, is working against the public interest” (pp. 3—4).

While doubt sets the story’s pace, from the unrest that launches it to the moment
it is published or aired, curiosity fuels it. Curiosity mirrors the “desire to know the story
behind the story” (Houston & Horvit, 2021, p. iv). David Randall (2016) believes that the
best journalists display a “compulsive curiosity” (p. 279) that urges them to know more
and more about the subject they are investigating. The information they amass on their
journey towards in-depth knowledge of the subjects they cover requires investigative
journalists, as Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel (2010) see it, “such methods” are “a way
of disciplining their curiosity” (p. 153). Only then, the authors conclude, can journalists
“always go further in the process of questioning” (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2010, p. 153).

3.3. PERSISTENCE, INTELLIGENCE AND CREDIBILITY

Digging deeper into the how requires “personal engagement” from the reporter
(Hunter, 2018, p. 9), commitment, dedication, many hours of research, sharp thinking,
and intellect. As Randall (2016) notes, “l have never met a very good or great reporter
who was not also highly intelligent, reflective and thoughtful”. And those, “are generally
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more meticulous in their reporting than most journalists” (pp. 277-278). “Exceptional
journalists” cultivate a “subtle signature” that pushes them to dig deeper in their verifica-
tion work (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2010, p. 153); “the voice and words of these journalists
reinforce the credibility of the investigation” (Novais, 2022, p. 313).

This commitment to journalistic knowledge reinforces the usefulness of the verb
“dig”, already mentioned here, and associates the investigative journalist with other
traits that separate them from the rest. Starting with persistence. David Randall (2016)
states that this “determination” is what allows them to move forward, overcoming the
“inevitable frustrations” (p. 131).

Anderson and Benjaminson (1976) add that “the challenge of unraveling” (p. 4)
encourages the investigative reporter to persist and not give up. “To uncover concealed
information” (p. 5) — enduring the hostility of those targeted and the stonewalling of
those who want the information to remain concealed create — the investigative journal-
ist must go to great lengths in this exercise of uncovering.

3.4. SUBVERSION

John Pilger (2005) and Dean Starkman (2014) associate investigative journalists
with a less obvious trait, subversion, which places them in marginalised territory. The au-
thors do not use the word, but the examples they highlight seem to associate investiga-
tive journalists with a certain defiance, a certain contempt for the rules and a willingness
to shake up the dominant view.

In his compilation of examples in Tell Me No Lies, Pilger (2005) highlights journal-
ists who refuse to become “part of a propaganda apparatus” and reject the role of being
“spokesmen of the spokesmen”. Instead, they endeavour to alert their readers “to vital
hidden truth”. These journalists cultivate a certain “insurrection against the rules of the
game” (pp. Xv—xvi).

Meanwhile, Dean Starkman (2014) details the role of Mike Hudson, a fringe jour-
nalist and society reporter for a Pittsburgh weekly, in covering the events that triggered
the United States mortgage market crisis. In Starkman’s (2014) analysis, Hudson was
one of the few who exposed Wall Street, overcoming the constraints of the official view:
“the business press in general was guilty of missing the moment” (p. 287). When he was
hired by the Wall Street Journal, Hudson, like “a basketball player playing out of position”,
never adapted and resigned (Starkman, 2014, p. 271).

4. THE NEw FRONTIERS OF INVESTIGATIVE JOURNALISM

The defining influence of digital technology on journalism at large, particularly in-
vestigative journalism, suggests we should go back to The Elements of Journalism, the
first edition of which Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel published at the turn of the century.
Revisiting this seminal work six years later, the authors elaborate on the effects of the
digital revolution on journalism while retaining its essence:

I0
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the purpose of journalism is not defined by technology, nor by journalists
or the techniques they employ ( ... ) are defined by something more basic,
the function news plays in the lives of people... The face of journalism has
changed, indeed, its purpose has remained remarkably constant. (Kovach
& Rosenstiel, 2007, pp. 11-14)

Focusing exclusively on the influence of digital technology on the “evolution of in-
vestigative journalism”, Abit Hoxha (2019) recognises that “the role of the investigative
journalist has changed during the last decades, although verification and deeper under-
standing” of the topics being investigated “will always remain at the core of investigative
journalism” (p.1).

The premise is echoed by other authors who have studied the new frontiers of in-
vestigative journalism. Oliver Hahn and Florian Stalph (2018), for example, argue that
new investigative techniques and devices “push the boundaries” of journalism and ex-
pand the traditional techniques of journalistic reporting, but “traditional journalism re-
mains the pillar of news production” (p. 89).

Jingrong Tong (2022) also notes that data help tell stories but do not tell them
alone. “Data as a vital supplement to traditional human news sources” (p. 62), as data
journalism and traditional journalism are combined in a “continuum” in which journal-
ists “adopt computer tools and algorithms to collect, store, clean and analyze data and
to present their findings in such a way that it helps to tell stories” (Tong, 2022, p. 62).

Although, in a clear “business mistake”, technology, at the turn of the 20th to the
21st century, was seen by many as a panacea for all journalism problems (Downie &
Schudson, 2009, p. 16), two decades later, technology smoothly occupies the place of
a tool that empowers and enhances journalism, without jeopardising the values that
structure it. Hugo de Burgh (2021) emphasises that “journalists have to treat data like
any other source of information ( ... ) with the same level of scepticism” (p. 3). According
to the author, the challenge for data journalists is therefore “obvious”: “living up to the
levels of impartiality, evidence and fact checking of the best journalists of the pre-digital
past” (Burgh, 2021, p. 6).

4.1. THE CHALLENGE OF TECHNOLOGY

To keep the mission of inspecting the actions of the powers, the digital era investi-
gative journalist must acquire new skills and take on new roles. Accessing digital sources
and knowing how to capitalise on the data they contain — giving the data a journalistic
meaning, building a story with the potential to create impact from that work — requires
“hybrid journalists”, who “combine journalism practice with methodologies drawn from
sciences and innovative technologies” (Hahn & Stalph, 2018, p. 7).

This digital hybridity is an expansion of the concept of precision journalism, coined
by Philip Meyer in the 1970s, which essentially applied social science methodologies to
journalism. In the digital age, this alliance is extended to computer science and statistics
(Hahn & Stalph, 2018; Tong, 2022).

II



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

New Frontiers of Investigative Journalism: From the Lone Wolf to the Pack - Pedro Coelho

The technology that provides the means to filter and decrypt a volume of data with
the gigantic dimension of the leak that the International Consortium of Investigative
Journalists dealt with in the Panama Papers’ is the same that made it possible to build
the network that brought together the 370 reporters scattered in different parts of the
world, bridging different cultures, different languages and providing each reporter with
the protective shield that, especially in regions of the globe affected by attacks on free-
dom of expression, made it possible to dilute the risk for all the journalists involved
(Coelho & Rodrigues, 2020; Liick & Schultz, 2019; Sambrook, 2017).

Technology, which allows journalism to cross borders, gain scale and achieve a
global impact, is, however, the same technology that feeds the security paranoia of states,
simultaneously creating bubbles of information protection — which make access to es-
sential materials difficult or even impossible — and watching, monitoring, at all times,
any citizen, even if this tapping is merely an expression of uncontrolled power.

Collaborative investigative journalism is undergoing a “technological dilemma”
(Coelho & Rodrigues, 2020, p. 143), which Bell and Owen (2017) describe in these terms:
“the very reasons the State wants to tame, penetrate, and control the digital universe are
the same reasons that make it an instrument of liberty” (p. 8).

The dilemma we discussed gained particular relevance with the Edward Snowden
revelations, which had a double effect on investigative journalism. On the one hand, it
made it stronger — by empowering the creation of a network of journalists who investi-
gated and revealed the leak, allowing the denunciation of the National Security Agency’s
massive surveillance to reach a global dimension, which weakened the US administra-
tion —, on the other hand, this revelation inaugurated a new era of security paranoia,
with direct negative effects on investigative journalism: “five eyes® had the technology to
snoop on journalists and their sources, a major revaluation of journalism tradecraft has
begun” (Burgh, 2021, p. 4).

To regain the trust of sources, many investigative journalists, even realising that
surveillance is everywhere, have resumed direct contact, while others have learned en-
cryption techniques. The financially stronger media organisations, where investigative
journalism is prominent, have set up digital security training for journalists, and journal-
ists have extended this training to their sources. However, the realisation that informa-
tion security is no longer an absolute given has set in: “the Snowden Affair turned upside
down the work of journalists” (Posetti, 2018, p. 252).

7 The Panama Papers investigation, led by the International Consortium of Investigative Journalists, brought together 370
journalists from 8o countries with 25 different languages and 100 media organisations. The group worked on a leak of
11,500,000 documents with multiple layers of encryption. The investigation exposed the connections of hundreds of politi-
cians and public figures to 250,000 offshore companies. The journalists worked for a year, following strict rules set by the
International Consortium of Investigative Journalists, without any of them breaking the silence to which they were bound.
The consortium published 4,700 articles (Burgh, 2021; Dias-Struck & Cabra, 2018; Houston & Horvit, 2021; Hoxha, 2019;
Tong, 2022).

& An alliance between the secret services of the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia and New Zealand.
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4.2. THE CHALLENGE OF COLLABORATION

Digital technology, associated with investigative journalism, has made it possible
to strengthen collaborative journalism. In fact, collaborative projects have been identified
since the 1970s. In 1976, at a time when long-distance communication depended on the
telephone or letters, and the culture of the “lone wolve” (Burgh, 2021, p. 3) set the pace
for investigative journalism in newsrooms, the Arizona Project brought together 40 jour-
nalists from 12 media outlets to pursue the investigation of journalist Don Bolles, mur-
dered in Phoenix, Arizona (Houston & Horvit, 2021). The Arizona Project sent the clear
message that “no one could kill a story by killing the reporter”® (Houston & Horvit, 2021,
p. V). It was the inspiration for all the collaborations that followed, especially the one that,
underpinned by data journalism, reinvented the concept of collaboration (Hoxha, 2019)
and changed “the very anthropology of investigative journalism” (Burgh, 2021, p. 3) —
the Panama Papers investigation we mentioned earlier.

Collaboration is based on what the International Consortium of Investigative
Journalists categorises as “radical sharing” (Guevara, 2016). Networked reporters share
the results of their findings at all times. Sharing is a challenge for journalists, especially
those trained in a world of competition. Therefore, to be effective, sharing requires trust,
the principle on which journalistic collaboration is based (Dias-Struck & Cabra, 2018;
Houston & Horvit, 2021).

4.3, THE CHALLENGE OF INNOVATION

As the analogue era journalist has always faced, the data journalist faces the chal-
lenge of form. Houston and Horvit (2021), for example, consider it “a huge mistake” for
investigative journalists to devote “little thought” to how to present stories: “there are
countless examples of brilliantly reported work that ( ... ) had little impact because the
writing was impenetrable” and unable to captivate the reader (p. 77). The criticism is
valid for the press but also television, multimedia or podcast.

In the digital age, investigative journalism is rising to the challenge of form by
committing more to visual form in its various dimensions: video, interactive infograph-
ics, graphics, photography, and drone footage. As such, teams are expanding to include
computer graphics experts, designers, photographers, programmers, visual journalists
and drone operators (Kreimer, 2018; Radu, 2018).

“Innovation” is the key word for Natalia Antelava (2018). The CODA™ platform,
which she co-founded, results from two alliances: it merges different professional

° The same principle was echoed in 2018 with the launch of the Daphne Project, the consortium’s first project created by
Laurent Richard, Forbidden Stories. The Daphne Project brought together 45 journalists from 15 countries and 18 media
outlets who continued the investigative work of Daphne Caruana Galizia, the Maltese journalist murdered in 2017 following
her investigation into suspicions of alleged favouritism of the political power to a “mysterious” company, 17 Black, based
in Dubai (Coelho & Rodrigues, 2020).

'° Coda Story is a journalism start-up that connects multi-generational journalists, designers, technologists and editors. The
latform aims to break out of the disposable news cycle by covering “crises in a way that creates a meaningful, cohesive

p P ycle by g Y g

narrative” (Antelava, 2018, p. 222).
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categories and articulates traditional storytelling models — “traditional text, features and
video” — to “distinct, innovative and inventive digital formats” (p. 223). CODA’s alliances
are structured with the essential in mind: producing “high quality” content.

5. CONCLUSION

Investigative journalism, combined with digital technology, is adapting to the
world’s growing complexity, embracing stories that transcend borders, creating networks
of journalists who, from many places in many cultures, manage, with the story as the
ultimate goal, to collaborate rather than compete. Teaming up with computer engineers,
data science specialists, computer graphics experts, scholars and designers, investigative
journalists are pushing the boundaries of the profession, storing, organising and filtering
huge amounts of information, giving it meaning and shape, and building quality stories
that generate impact.

Digital technology is also underpinning the creation of new business models in in-
vestigative journalism, from start-ups that investigate niche stories, some of them finan-
cially fuelled by crowdfunding (Antelava, 2018, p. 226), to the large non-profit entities that
burst in the United States following the mortgage market crisis (Birnbauer, 2019, p. 64).

In the United States mainstream media, investigative journalism, as Birnbauer
(2019) emphasises, and as we have previously described, has resisted the cutbacks that
have affected day-to-day journalism. However, it has also endured because a not-for-profit
sector, supported by foundations and individual donors, has rapidly emerged in the wake
of the crisis. Fearing that the worst predictions about the future of investigative journalism
would materialise, these protagonists have saved it in anticipation by giving hundreds of
millions of dollars in donations to leading journalists who, having abandoned traditional
media, have founded non-profit entities entirely dedicated to investigative journalism.

Thus, Birnbauer (2019) is optimistic about the future of investigative journalism
in the United States of America, clearly dismissing the various threats that he identifies,
which, in our view, are not to be dismissed.

The author also highlights that over 40% of donations are channelled to three
national organisations — ProPublica, the Center for Public Integrity and the Center for
Investigative Reporting (Birnbauer, 2019). While the future of these three organisations
does not seem to be threatened, Birnbauer’s study casts significant doubt on the future of
smaller non-profit organisations, which serve local areas and where, as the author notes,
donors do not share the same values as those funding national organisations.

While Bill Birnbauer (2019) believes that in the future, national non-profits will be
able to partner with smaller ones, boosting their vitality and making them less dependent
on the uncertainties of local donors, the basis for this future is not described.

In the marginal territories of the United States, although the non-profit sector dedi-
cated to investigative journalism does not seem to have the strength to resist, it is also
true, as the author points out, that the second life of investigative journalism has not
reached the North American metropolitan newspapers either (Birnbauer, 2019).
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Following this approach, we can establish a parallel with other less vigorous mar-
kets, such as Portugal, for example, where the expression of investigative journalism is
equally marginal (Coelho & Silva, 2021; Freitas et al., 2019).

The possibility that we are fuelling a two-speed world is real. On the one hand, the
penumbra — suggested by the absence of accurate scrutiny of the exercise of powers
reached by journalistic investigation — on the other, the permanent critical vigilance that
feeds quality, rigorous, verified, in-depth information to those who can access it.

Investigative journalism may be living a second life, but there is a risk that this re-
birth is not reaching everyone, and it should not be overlooked.

Translation: Anabela Delgado
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ABSTRACT

The lack of media attention given to various cities across different countries raises ques-
tions about the impact on their communities. When local journalism initiatives disappear, it
creates space for alternative narratives that may not be as dedicated to holding those in power
accountable. In these locations, polarisation intensifies, and civic engagement dwindles, leading
to the depletion of democracy. However, these signs can persist even when journalistic cover-
age exists if it lacks thoroughness. Through in-depth interviews with journalists from 12 local
media outlets in Portugal and Spain, this exploratory study delved into their perspectives and
approaches to fact-checking. Time and resources available in the newsrooms, when scarce, lead
to less fact-checking. It is also noteworthy that journalists in both countries demonstrate a near
unwavering trust in official sources. That creates a deficit in the verification process when infor-
mation originates from these sources. On the other hand, local politicians refrain from cooperat-
ing and actively impede journalists’ efforts to fact-check through local media outlets, often driven
by their vested interests.

KEYwoRDS

local journalism, journalists, disinformation/misinformation, fact-checking, quality of journalism

JorNALISTAS LOoCAls E FACT-CHECKING: UM EsTUuDO
EXPLORATORIO EM PORTUGAL E ESPANHA

ReEsumo

A invisibilidade noticiosa a que estdo a ser votadas vérias cidades em diferentes paises
faz-nos questionar sobre as consequéncias para as respetivas comunidades. O desaparecimento
de projetos jornalisticos de &mbito local leva a que o vazio deixado possa ser ocupado por outro
tipo de realidades, menos comprometidas com o escrutinio dos poderes. A polarizagio cresce
nestes lugares, a participagao civica diminui e isso terd como consequéncia o empobrecimento
da democracia. Porém, estes sintomas podem existir mesmo com cobertura jornalistica, quan-
do ela n3o ¢ feita de forma rigorosa. Neste estudo, exploratério, realizaram-se entrevistas em
profundidade a jornalistas de 12 meios regionais de Portugal e Espanha, no sentido de analisar
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percegBes e préticas sobre fact-checking (verificagdo de factos). Os fatores tempo e recursos
disponiveis nas redacdes, quando em numero reduzido, sdo cruciais sobretudo para que se
verifique menos. Também registamos o facto dos jornalistas de ambos os paises revelarem uma
confianca quase cega nas fontes oficiais. Isto gera um déficit no processo de verificacdo, quando
a informacdo provém dessas fontes. Por outro lado, os politicos locais ndo sé n3o colaboram,
como dificultam o trabalho de verificagdo dos jornalistas nas redagdes dos meios locais, com
base nos seus préprios interesses.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

jornalismo de proximidade, jornalistas, desinformac3o, fact-checking, qualidade do jornalismo

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. LOoCAL JOURNALISM IN THE MULTIPIATFORM ENVIRONMENT

Local journalism is a form of journalism produced within the community it serves, cre-
ated by and for the people within that community (Izquierdo Labella, 2010). It requires the
existence of a distinct identity rooted in a particular territory and a dedicated commitment
from the local or regional environment. A communication pact with a territory that some
authors call “proximity journalism” (Camponez, 2002; Jerénimo, 2015)". Local information
feeds this identity, equipping community members with the information required for ac-
tive participation in that environment. Local media influence the public agenda of small
communities, educate citizens about their leaders and different policies and positions and
assist in the vital responsibility of holding those public representatives accountable.

However, local information consumption has changed a lot over the past decade,
driven by the proliferation of platforms and the fragmentation of information sources
(Morais & Jerénimo, 2023; Newman et al., 2021). A similar situation applies to the business
models governing local news, which are under great pressure (Wiltshire, 2019). Services
traditionally part of the local environment’s value proposition — such as public service
information, sports results, weather forecasts, and job offers, among others — are now
being provided through platforms and websites of local organisations and companies.
Platforms have become dominant in the information market, operating as intermediar-
ies between news producers and consumers, collecting a huge amount of user data and
mediating advertising sales. In this landscape, local media compete with entities that also
serve as intermediaries for providing access to their own content and are no longer the
exclusive providers of public service information. Their advertising model has proved less
effective than that of platforms, which have detailed audience data and can offer advertis-
ers targeted and much more specific campaigns.

' Other concepts are acknowledged, such as “local journalism” or “regional journalism”. Although the original Portuguese ver-
sion of this study used the term “proximity journalism” because it is the most widespread in countries such as Portugal, Spain
or Brazil. This English version uses the term “local journalism”, because it is the most widespread concept within the scientific
community that communicates in English. For the same reason, we will consider “local media” in this English version.
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Mobile access to all types of information, national and international, has also led to
a significant decline in citizens’ attention. According to Nielsen (2015), local news is now
fighting a battle for attention in a digital landscape filled with myriad content easily acces-
sible through smartphones. There are more and more media and technologies, but less
local journalism. Such has been the case in countries such as the United States and Brazil,
but also in Portugal, where “news deserts” have been expanding, that is, cities that no
longer have any journalistic media or projects (https://www.atlas.jor.br; Abernathy, 2018;
Jerénimo et al., 2022; Ramos, 2021). Social media have also prompted the creation of com-
munities around certain topics. Local authorities and businesses use their networks and
websites to provide news. These provide people with abundant information about their
community outside of traditional media or mediums.

According to Ardia et al. (2020), a shift in how consumers seek information has been
evident for over two decades. However, the media industry has been reluctant to change
the business model that proved successful decades ago, thereby overlooking innovation
policies. In addition to the earlier discussed fragmentation of news and the stagnant pro-
gress of newspapers, the conventional approach to handling local-level advertising has
been supplanted by precision-targeted advertising overseen by major players like Facebook
or Google. This shift has resulted in the detriment of the local media business. The op-
tion they provide to local advertisers to target their message recipients and optimise their
investments has supplanted the conventional newspapers, radio, and television offers.
These traditional mediums used to be the only channels for reaching the public. Platforms
have very specific data on different audiences’ tastes, preferences and needs, something
of enormous value to advertisers that the media cannot offer (Morais & Jerénimo, 2023).
“Local news organisations, which do not have the data, cannot offer the same level of tar-
geted advertising” (Ardia et al., 2020, p. 13). Furthermore, as acknowledged by editors of
local media themselves, sharing their news on platforms leads to the dilution of the news
brand (Bell et al., 2017).

However, it is not just about one outdated business model being replaced by another.
According to a study by the Tow Center for Digital Journalism at Columbia Journalism
School, co-published by Blanquerna University, the larger issue is that social platform
structure and economics incentivise the spread of low-quality content over high-quality
material (Bell et al., 2017). “Journalism with high civic value — journalism that investigates
power, or reaches underserved and local communities — is discriminated against by a
system that favors scale and shareability” (Bell et al., 2017, p. 4). According to the authors
of the same report:

technology companies including Apple, Google, Snapchat, Twitter, and,
above all, Facebook have taken on most of the functions of news organiza-
tions, becoming key players in the news ecosystem, whether they wanted
that role or not. The distribution and presentation of information, the mon-
etization of publishing, and the relationship with the audience are all domi-
nated by a handful of platforms. These businesses might care about the
health of journalism, but it is not their core purpose. (Bell et al., 2017, p. 8)



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Local Journalists and Fact-Checking: An Exploratory Study in Portugal and Spain - Pedro Jerénimo & Marta Sénchez Esparza

In the new digital ecosystem, publishers have lost control over the distribution of
information, which is at the discretion of the algorithm used in each case by a given plat-
form. Thus, they have the power to make an agency or medium more or less effective in
disseminating and distributing its news. They are the new gatekeepers and decide what
is or is not relevant to a previously segmented demographic. However, platforms do not
prioritise addressing the problem of disinformation/misinformation or the informational
configuration of local identity.

1.2. Locar MEDIA, DISINFORMATION /MISINFORMATION AND FACT-CHECKING

The pandemic has accelerated the digital transformation process in which the re-
gional press has been immersed for decades, forcing it to undergo a transition that
was not deemed a priority in some countries (Galletero-Campos & Jerénimo, 2018).
Meanwhile, journalists’ professional routines have been changing to prioritise digital
editions. In many European countries, newsrooms have established new dynamics, roles
and processes to meet the needs of the digital audience (Jenkins & Jerénimo, 2021).

However, the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has also seriously damaged
the sector. In the United States, a massive number of newspapers have closed (Ardia et
al., 2020). In the last three years alone, 360 newspapers have closed (Edmonds, 2022).
In Portugal, the Journalists’ Union raised concerns about the worsening state of the
regional press, as numerous newspapers suspended publication during the pandemic,
following years of precarious existence (Jerénimo & Esparza, 2022). The same situation
was experienced in countries such as Brazil. In Spain, media enterprises have chosen to
implement Temporary Employment Regulation Files since the onset of the pandemic.
These measures, endorsed by the Government to aid company sustainability, have re-
sulted in salary reductions and reduced working hours. Remote work has additionally
led to staff relocation, with journalists frequently working via phone and remotely, often
distant from where news is produced.

Paradoxically, the pandemic has sparked an increased demand for information on
news organisations’ websites, even as these same companies have experienced signifi-
cant revenue losses from events, advertising, and newsstand sales. In countries like the
UK or Portugal, the public sector had to support the industry economically, notably local
media (Sharma, 2021).

The shrinking of the industry and the disappearance of local newspapers are leav-
ing many territories without outlets to engage in public debate on issues of local con-
cern. Abernathy (2020) demonstrates in the report News Deserts and Ghost Newspapers:
Will Local News Survive? that the pandemic has exacerbated the trend. In the case of the
United States, over 1,500 out of the 3,031 counties are served by only one local newspa-
per, in most cases, a weekly publication. Over 200 of these counties have no media at all.
Moreover, rural communities that have lost their local newspapers lack good broadband
coverage, making it difficult to access information online easily.

In Spain, the provinces of Guadalajara and Cuenca in Castilla-La Mancha have
witnessed the closure of their local newspapers (Galletero-Campos, 2018). Within that
community, the percentage of the population that reads newspapers stands at a mere
7% (Asociacién para la Investigacion de Medios de Comunicacion, 2018). Of the three
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provinces that make up the autonomous community in Aragon, two — Huesca and
Teruel — also lack a local media outlet (Galletero-Campos, 2018).

In Portugal, during the pandemic, in 2020, the number of municipalities without
any media registered with the Entidade Reguladora para a Comunicagdo Social (Media
Regulatory Authority) was 57 (18.5%; Ramos, 2021). Meanwhile, this figure has increased
— to 61 in 2021 (19.8%) —, prompting even the public involvement of the Associagao
Portuguesa de Imprensa (Lusa, 2022). The association raised concerns about the chal-
lenges arising from the information void, including the propagation of disinformation/
misinformation. A more recent study (Jerénimo et al., 2022) reported that 166 of the
308 Portuguese municipalities (53.9%) are at some level of risk: categorised as deserted
(devoid of any media outlet), semi-deserted media presence with sporadic coverage) or
threatened (solely relying on one media outlet). This mapping only considered journal-
istic media and did not include other media types produced through citizen initiatives,
excluding journalists’ involvement. While acknowledging the potential presence of such
realities within any territory within the identified “news deserts”, they were not analysed.
Nevertheless, Jerénimo et al. (2022) suggest further studies to explore how populations
living in “news deserts” get information. That could also help to identify what kind of
media are active in these territories.

The decline of the local press renders communities seriously vulnerable. Resources
and reliable sources of local information are scarce commodities. Information is increas-
ingly consumed through social media, where disinformation/misinformation easily
proliferates. “In the vacuum left by the disappearance of local news sources, users are
increasingly reliant on information sources that are incomplete, and may in fact be mis-
leading or deceptive” (Ardia et al., 2020, p. 21).

As observed, platforms do not prioritise addressing the issue of disinformation/
misinformation. They have sought assistance from authorities in this domain, believing
they have no right to act as mediators of truth. Nevertheless, they did not want to stand
still concerning an issue significantly undermining their credibility. So far, they have im-
plemented content moderation measures by hiring the services of external technology
consultants to remove toxic content (Satariano & Isaac, 2021). Additionally, they have
partnered with fact-checking organisations as part of their third-party fact-checking pro-
gram to combat “fake news”2. In 2018, Facebook launched the Accelerator project within
the Facebook Journalism Project. The goal is to empower local news publishers to make
their business model sustainable by enabling them to build online communities and in-
crease their revenues from digital readerss.

Interest in disinformation/misinformation has been on the rise within academic
and institutional circles over the past decade (Said-Hung et al., 2021). However, the
truth is that little has been studied and debated regarding the impact on the local pub-
lic sphere (Torre & Jerénimo, 2023) and local media (Alcaide-Pulido, 2023; Jerénimo &
Esparza, 2022). However, the effects of disinformation/misinformation are most keenly
felt at a grassroots level, particularly on the local scene. The lack of journalistic scrutiny

2 Facebook third-party fact-checking programme (Lyons, 2018).

3 Guide to the Facebook Accelerator programme (Meta, n.d.).
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on matters influencing community life impacts local economies and shapes citizens’
perspectives promptly (Fernandes et al., 2021).

The fight against disinformation/misinformation depends, to a large extent, on the
vitality of local journalism (Radcliffe, 2018). In small communities, local media journalists
are the only journalists citizens see on their streets or towns. Trust is cultivated through
close interaction and connection between the two. And forging this trust represents the
biggest challenge for local journalism. A report from the International Press Institute
underscores the significance of trust between citizens and journalists (Park, 2021). It
drew insights from focus groups comprising over 35 journalists, editors, media manag-
ers, and entrepreneurs at the forefront of media transitions, fostering new perspectives
in local media across Asia, Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, and Eastern Europe.
The report analyses the cases of new digital start-ups and transitioning traditional media
outlets in Ukraine, India, Zimbabwe, Peru, South Africa, Mexico, Venezuela, Paraguay,
Kyrgyzstan, Israel, Palestine, Hungary, Jordan, Pakistan, Argentina and Guatemala. It
focuses on links with local communities as the biggest opportunity for the future of local
media. As the same report proves, the sustainability of local media requires their con-
sistent ability to showcase their value to the communities they serve. That should be the
main objective of the local press, to showcase through its work that it is on the same side
as its community, thereby building a special relationship with its audiences.

As validated by the most recent Digital News Report (Newman et al., 2022), the local
and regional press is positioned among the information products that citizens have the
highest level of trust in, even amid the widespread erosion of trust in news media over-
all. Furthermore, considering the overall decline in citizens’ engagement with news, the
study underscores that 63% of respondents are interested in local news. Respondents
also display interest in pandemic-related information (47%), international news (46%),
culture (44%), science and technology (42%), politics (41%), environment and climate
change (39%), security (37%), lifestyle (36%), health (35%) and sports (33%).

Citizens’ enduring trust in and appreciation of local information persists over time,
even amidst the discredit and waning interest registered in other subjects. Local media
should harness and capitalise on this valuable asset. Their decline pertains to their busi-
ness model rather than their credibility. That is where their main opportunity lies: fighting
disinformation/misinformation can serve as a means to bolster citizens’ confidence in the
local press’s role in this domain. Local media play a key role in the disinformation/misinfor-
mation war and can be demonstrated by regular verification, conducting in-depth reporting
and exposing propaganda and misleading information (Jerénimo & Esparza, 2022).

One approach to address this challenge has been the emergence of fact-checking
initiatives, primarily focusing on external verification, as internal fact-checking is typi-
cally carried out within newsrooms (Graves, 2016, 2018). The European Commission
also expressed concern, allocating €11,000,000 in funding in 2021 for eight academic
hubs and collaborating with other partners associated with the European Digital Media
Observatory. The possibility that the public, that is, non-professionals or laypeople, can
participate in fact-checking should not be overlooked (Allen et al., 2021). Considering
the limited resources usually available in local media and the strong interest and civic
engagement of certain citizens towards media, it is clear that they can play a role in the
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verification process as allies of journalists (including individuals with expertise in tech-
nology or other subjects that may lie outside the journalists’ domain).

Fact-checking or verification involves the processes and practices of validating
the accuracy of specific information that circulates through various media channels, in-
cluding social media, rumours, or statements made by public figures. In today’s digi-
tal ecosystem, disinformation/misinformation content is widely shared. Therefore, the
verification process has become the primary responsibility of numerous journalists, even
evolving into a specialised field due to the need to use advanced tools and methodolo-
gies. There are journalistic organisations solely devoted to fact-checking projects. The
reality of local media is very different, as the lack of human and technical resources is a
determining factor. Nonetheless, journalists employed by these media outlets also ad-
here to a verification process in their daily workflows, which involves checking whether
the information they receive is true. They fact-check, however, at a less specialised level
and before publication. That is the process we will refer to in this article when addressing
the journalists’ fact-checking activities. When undertaken as part of specialised projects,
it is done after the fact (e.g., statements, social media posts, etc.).

It is also worth mentioning that just as users have the potential to amplify the im-
pact of disinformation/misinformation content, they also hold the capability to assist in
identifying and rectifying rumours, thereby collaborating with the media and journalists
(Jeronimo & Esparza, 2022; Park, 2021).

2. METHODOLOGY

This exploratory study sought to assess how local media journalists in Portugal
and Spain perceive and conduct fact-checking in the context of growing disinformation/
misinformation. To this end, 12 semi-structured interviews were conducted with journal-
ists with and without editorial responsibility in their respective hewsrooms (Table 1).
These interviews were all conducted online (via Zoom) between November 16, 2021, and
March 18, 2022.

DESIGNATION GENDER AGE PosiTioNn MEepIUM District/REGION
PT1 M 61 Journalist Radio* Castelo Branco
PT2 F 50 Director Cybermedia Lisbon
PT3 F 58 Director Cybermedia Faro
PT4 M 57 Director Newspaper* Leiria
PTs M 47 Director Newspaper* Castelo Branco
PT6 F 48 Director Radio* Viseu
ES1 F 45 Journalist Radio Seville/Andalusia
ES2 M 36 Delegate Cyber media Malaga/Andalusia
ES3 M 42 Director Radio* Santander/Cantabria
ES4 M 48 Journalist Newspaper A Corufia/Galiza
ESs M 48 Editor-in-chief Newspaper Malaga/Andalusia
ES6 M 48 Director Newspaper Antequera/Andalusia

Table 1. Data on the journalists interviewed

Note. M (male) and F (female); *publishes in traditional and online formats
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There was an effort to ensure diversity not only of the interviewees’ gender but
also of the nature and geographical origin of the outlets for which they worked. While
complete achievement was not feasible, this objective was more successfully fulfilled
in Portugal than Spain. The interviews, with a script of 22 questions, lasted 24 to 61
minutes. They focused on working conditions, content, sources and routines (including
fact-checking), biases, and efforts to fight disinformation/misinformation. For the scope
of this article, these interviews were used to: potential shifts in newsroom journalist
numbers attributed to the pandemic; document journalists’ perceptions of the evolution
of disinformation/misinformation and the fact-checking process; document journalists’
perspectives on any differences in the fact-checking process in traditional and digital me-
dia and, if so, the reasoning behind these differences; document journalists’ viewpoints
on fact-checking information from official sources, other media, fellow journalists, as
well as social media users.

3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The ongoing impact of the pandemic, which has ushered in numerous transforma-
tions in the structure of organisations, led us to investigate the developments within
the newsrooms of local media outlets in Portugal and Spain. Thus, we noted that the
pandemic did not bring changes in most cases; the number of journalists remained
unchanged before and during the pandemic. On average, the sampled newsrooms com-
prised 7.6 journalists in the Portuguese case and 9.5 journalists in the Spanish context.
This is one of the most relevant data collected from the interviews and reflects an image
of resilience acknowledged in this sector, particularly in Portugal (Jerénimo, 2015). In this
country, we find the only exception in the study: a newspaper’s newsroom with an online
presence with a staff of 12 journalists before the pandemic experienced a reduction to
nine at the pandemic’s onset and further decreased to five afterwards. Nevertheless, the
departures were not prompted by redundancies or layoffs but by professional decisions.
Among the seven cases, two journalists transitioned to another media outlet, so they
remained in the profession, while the rest “realised with the pandemic that they wanted
to change their lives” (PT6).

Overall, the blame for disinformation/misinformation is attributed primarily to so-
cial media, leading journalists in Portugal to emphasize the need for more fact-checking
(Table 2). Furthermore, most respondents recognise the challenge of rapid and extensive
publishing as a significant factor contributing to errors.
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INTERVIEWEE STATEMENT
PT3 “Social media leads to a decline in verified information, posing a risk for journalists themselves”
PTs “We are aware that the pace of news has accelerated to the point where there has been a temptation, at times, to

skip stages. One of the crucial stages in journalism is verification, and the network that the online platform offers
is something that a traditional print medium lacks”

PT6 “There is so much disinformation/misinformation now that one must check more than once. | even think there is
more checking happening now”

ES3 “If the information is dubious and not a big deal, we choose not to publish it. We don’t have verification
resources like fact-checking companies, so we select a lot”

ES4 “We verify the news as before, but now we dedicate more time to it. Obviously, with fewer journalists, there is less
verification, which leads to an overall decrease in product quality”

ES6 “There are fewer journalists in newsrooms and more in the offices of administrations, political parties and
companies. Sometimes, the news comes from an official source, which is the most dangerous source. We've
fallen into the ‘copy and paste’ trap, leading to people distrusting us. If you see the same headline across 10
different media outlets, it is because you are not doing verification”

Table 2. Journalists’ perception of the evolution of fact-checking

On the other hand, journalists in Spain take verification as part of their daily work.
Given the shortage of people, some local media outlets choose to refrain from publish-
ing certain topics, particularly those they consider dubious. In such cases, they focus on
developing unique and distinct content. We observed that Spanish local media are more
selective to avoid errors. They consider the pressure of immediacy inherent in the digital
environment and social media an impediment to thorough verification, thereby enabling
the spread of inaccurate or biased information. Most of them also approach information
from official sources with scepticism.

The journalists were divided when asked whether the verification was the same for
publishing in traditional or online media (Table 3). This is evident among the Portuguese
interviewees. While some perceive variations in verification methods, particularly in terms
of time invested and quantity of sources used, others contend that there is no difference
and advocate for a similar verification approach. In the latter scenario, we can see that
the journalists mean rigour — meaning the time and resources invested by journalists
should yield equivalent outcomes, regardless of the medium used for delivering the news.

INTERVIEWEE STATEMENT

PT2 “It is completely different ( ...). Online, because the publication speed has to be different, there’s also a
lot less verification”

PT3 “Online, the rules are obviously the same; it’s no different for the journalist. However, there are
moments when you get the sense of ‘if | didn’t get it right, | can always go and fix it!"”

PT4 “The way | see it, it should be done in the same way ( ... ); we must provide the same dependable and
rigorous information online”

ES2 “The pace we have in a digital newsroom is different from that of a printed publication, and often, we
just cross-reference with a source or settle for what is fair”

ES4 “I don’t put information on the web if | cannot publish it in print. It's not like it's the same afterwards,
but it needs the same confirmation and accuracy. | think immediacy leads to more mistakes.
Confirmation isn't as thorough as it should be. That didn’t happen before, and we used to have several
hours to confirm something”

ES6 “It's better for journalists to actively seek out their subjects rather than being limited by the pressure to
publish a story quickly”

Table 3. Fact-checking for traditional versus digital media
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Regarding the Spanish interviewees, there has been a shift in the dynamics of news
production: newsrooms now focus more on the digital environment, aiming to enhance
the quality of information. In this sense, it is apparent that journalists are engaging in a
learning curve, particularly in their intention to avoid repeating past errors spurred by the
pressure of immediacy. In certain instances, it is noticeable that the media outlet’s reputa-
tion is given precedence, manifested through a focus on original topics and more in-depth
content, rather than solely pursuing breaking news that might lack proper verification.

The emergence of fact-checking projects was partly a response to the recognition
that the process of information verification within journalism and newsrooms was not
meeting expectations. We asked our interviewees to identify possible reasons for this
phenomenon (Table 4).

INTERVIEWEE STATEMENT

PT2 “The bottom line is lack of time, lack of people and pressure to publish. Volume, newspapers live on
volume. For example, [name of media outlet] faces substantial pressure from platforms to increase
article output. Why is that? Because without publication, you don’t have volume”

PT3 “I think this is mostly linked to time constraints. The lack of time. Editors who actually work as
editors or an editor-in-chief who actually is an editor-in-chief. Also, a touch of idleness on the part of
journalists”

PT4 “I don't really conceive of there being less verification”

ES4 “Because of the tyranny of clicks. It's a mistake. People are becoming infected. It starts with a boss who

puts more pressure on people, and they assume they have to run due to the prevalence of immediacy”

ESs “About the race we frequently engage in with competitors to be the first. It's often more about
personal career than the reader”

ES6 “We lack time. And the problem stems from that politician, that government who sends out content to
see if you click on it, and you don’t cross-reference it. On top of that, we must be the first to publish”

Table 4. Reasons journalists give for reducing verification efforts

Among Portuguese journalists, time emerges as the primary critical factor. We also
highlight one answer, which identifies two problems: (a) journalist versus content pro-
ducer, and (b) the new generations of journalists.

| think people perceive journalism as content creators. There's pressure
to incorporate specific keywords in the headlines. | think many view them-
selves primarily as content creators. | have this discussion a lot here in the
newsroom. Sometimes, it's more about quantity than quality because the
way journalism is thought of now, among this generation working with me,
which is mostly young, is with this idea. It's all much more ephemeral, it's

all much more “we have to publish now”, “we have to do it nicely, we don’t
have to make nice good”. (PT6)

Some also point to the big platforms and the need to generate volume, in other
words, to publish a lot of news (Morais & Jerénimo, 2023).

On the other hand, Spanish journalists do not seem to have different views on im-
mediacy and time pressure. There is apparent consensus that the local media have also
entered the race to publish first and fast to get more clicks and generate more website

I0
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traffic (Jenkins & Jerénimo, 2021; Jerénimo, 2015). This competition causes tensions with-
in newsrooms, hastens news preparation, and means that some of it is not verified as it
should be. There is also the notion that incorrect information published online can be
swiftly corrected or that news pieces can be enhanced or supplemented promptly. This
dynamic fosters a certain sense of tentativeness in what gets published.

A trust-based relationship between journalists and their sources is essential for ex-
ercising their profession. This trust may or may not be decisive in the verification process.
Thus, we wanted to investigate whether journalists verify information from official sources
(Table 5). In Portugal, as a general rule, journalists typically refrain from doing so. The
main reason for this is the trust placed in official sources. However, it is also acknowledged
that this is built up over time and that if there is a breach of trust or, on the other hand,
the subject matter is sensitive, there will be verification or more verification than usual. In
Spain, official sources also enjoy absolute credibility as their information is not verified.
The practice of journalists being mere recipients of official releases or notices or publishing
politicians’ statements without context or counterpoint (Jerénimo, 2015) has turned some
media outlets into vehicles for promoting biases, inaccuracies, or mistakes.

INTERVIEWEE STATEMENT

PTh “Of course! (... ) You see, there has to be some trust on the part of journalists, but that doesn’t
mean verification should be disregarded”

PTs “If it is a credible source, one that you do believe and whose track record has always been credible,
there’s no need to double-check from the outset. If it fails the first time, then you must start that
process or give up that source”

PT6 “l cannot claim they are all absolutely reliable, but as we need sound for the radio, we consistently
seek verbal confirmation of the information. For us, that’s a guarantee that the information is real”

ES2 “Very rarely. Only when we are talking about crucial issues, the budgets of a city or community. On
a day-to-day basis, we are very comfortable believing what comes from an official source. We tend
to take it for granted, perhaps because we understand that the filter applied by the communications
director working for these administrations involves a journalistic and ethical assessment similar to
ours”

ES4 “No. It's a problem with journalism in general. We're doing press release journalism and WhatsApp
journalism. Today, there are no teleprinters or faxes, but there are emails, and it's more comfortable
to pick them up and reproduce them”

ES6 “It's not verified because the official source is reliable. But during the pandemic, official sources gave
different death tolls. Who do we believe? One of the problems we have is that if we try to check with
official sources, they do not acknowledge their shortcomings. They do not help us contrast or verify
the news. We ask for information using transparency legislation, and they take a long time to provide
it. When we say we are journalists, it's even more complicated”

Table 5. Fact-checking information from official sources

Interacting with sources and validating the information they provide is part of jour-
nalists’ daily routines. Nevertheless, there are different types of sources, and the relation-
ship may differ. Having explored how local media professionals in the examined coun-
tries manage data from official sources, we sought to gain insight into their approach
toward content originating from (a) other media outlets and journalists and (b) users on
social networks.

The track record of the media and news authors explains why some of the interview-
ees in Portugal do not view all sources equally. Some are considered more trustworthy

II
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than others. On the other hand, when it comes to news disseminated by other media
outlets and/or journalists that might lead to fresh stories or new angles, there will always
be verification.

If a media outlet is reliable, it is indeed reliable! But we also have to consider
the scale of what is being reported and even the impact it will have. While,
on the one hand, in certain situations, it's enough to quote the media outlet
and include a few excerpts, building the news ourselves, on the other hand,
if we see that it's something very impactful, for example, on the public, we
can and we should. (PT1)

In Spain, the interviewees mostly reverify, cross-referencing news from other me-
dia outlets and/or journalists. They also emphasize that their confidence in externally
published information hinges on their understanding of those sources’ professionalism
or lack thereof. “We are much more critical of fellow journalists than institutions and
administrations due to the drive to excel and do things differently” (ES2). Depending on
the credibility and standing of the editor, Spanish local media outlets appear to choose
between directly citing or independently sourcing information.

Using content published on social media by users or sharing it on the media out-
let's own profiles or pages is something that has already been studied in local media
(Amaral et al., 2020; Garcia-de-Torres et al., 2011; Said-Hung et al., 2014). In the current
study, focusing on the Portuguese sample, viewpoints are split. While some participants
disregard social networks entirely, others do not ignore their content. Furthermore, dis-
tinctions in practices between professional and personal usage are evident. In the pro-
fessional sphere, what other users share on social networks can occasionally serve as a
basis for journalistic work within the newsrooms of media outlets where the interviewees
are employed. In contrast, in their capacity, the position of journalists is more extreme,
as they decide whether or not to publish content created by others.Trust in the source’s
credibility plays a pivotal role in these dynamics.

Certain facts unfolding on social media and reported there lead to an “in-
vestigation”. Now, transcribing or posting a story you see on a profile of
someone you simply don’t know does not happen. Even when we know the
person, we pick up the phone or email them so that they can tell us, and not
on social network. (PTs)

As for the Spanish sample, the notion of learning from mistakes resurfaced. While
in the first phase of using social networks, they were perceived as a rapid means to ac-
cess sources and street-level events or to gauge public sentiment (Garcia-de-Torres et
al., 2011), journalists now realise that these networks can propagate virtually anything,
particularly content designed to manipulate or disseminate disinformation/misinforma-
tion. Several acknowledge the journalist’s role as a gatekeeper, responsible for sieving
through information, in contrast to social media user profiles. “Do we let someone who
isn't a nurse or doctor vaccinate us? The same applies to journalism. Today, everyone

12
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is chasing clicks and followers” (ES6). Some highlight, using examples, the potential
consequences for the local media’s credibility in the population’s eyes when they opt to
include user-generated content without proper verification.

An incident involving an atypical heavy snowfall in a Spanish port town comes to
mind. An image was shared through WhatsApp, and while certain media outlets took the
time to verify that it was an old photograph, others promptly published it as breaking
news. “That really prompted us to take note and be cautious from that moment on about
what came through social media” (ESs). The same happened during the pandemic, with
images of wild animals supposedly invading some areas of the city which were fake.

The subpar quality of the information that is sometimes published in the regional
press, which has been analysed in previous studies (Rivas-de-Roca, 2022), is directly
related to the subordination and lack of detachment of certain sources. This problem
becomes even more pronounced when it comes to institutional sources. The journalists
interviewed do not subject these sources to thorough scrutiny; instead, they rely on the
communication strategies outlined by the local and regional authorities’ press offices.
The precariousness of the local media and the excessive dependence on official informa-
tion lead journalists to overlook or inadequately verify information from these organisa-
tions. This can result in the dissemination of inaccurate or uninformative content.

Recent research on the performance of local media in Spain and Portugal indicates
that journalists recognise the need to refrain from overusing these official sources and
engaging in so-called “declarative journalism”. Instead, they prioritise generating origi-
nal content as a distinguishing factor that shapes the quality of their work and the service
they provide to their audience (Alcaide-Pulido, 2023; Rivas-de-Roca, 2022).

Hence, incorporating verification practices, including official information, should
be part of the daily routine for local media journalists, especially considering the high
susceptibility to disinformation/misinformation within urban contexts (Alcaide-Pulido,
2023). Nonetheless, many journalists perceive verification as an enduring element of
quality journalism (Couraceiro et al., 2022).

4. CONCLUSION

This study underscores certain factors that impact the operational dynamics of
journalists working in local media across Portugal and Spain, ultimately impeding their
ability to fact-check the information they receive effectively. Firstly, two external factors
impede journalists from effectively conducting verifications: time limitations and a short-
age of personnel to perform the task optimally.

Verification is part of their daily work routine for most journalists interviewed,
whether in Spain or Portugal. In order to engage in thorough journalism, it is essential to
validate the accuracy of all incoming information from various sources, whether official
or from community groups and associations. Nevertheless, the time constraint and the
urgency brought on by digital editions and click-based priorities, coupled with the aspi-
ration to be the first to publish and garner feedback on social networks, accelerate the

3



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Local Journalists and Fact-Checking: An Exploratory Study in Portugal and Spain - Pedro Jerénimo & Marta Sénchez Esparza

publishing process and hinder comprehensive information verification. Time becomes
even more scarce when there are not enough people to manage the considerable volume
of information that requires publication. The downsizing of these media organisations
over the past 15 years has prevented cuts during the pandemic. With the same level
of resources in newsrooms but increased public demand for information, crucial steps
are overlooked, leading to reduced verification efforts and a decrease in the number of
sources used. Effective fact-checking cannot be accomplished without adequate time
and personnel.

In addition to external factors, there are internal or subjective factors related to
journalists’ own attitudes, which affect how they verify information. Thus, excessive reli-
ance on official sources, sometimes combined with sloth — as Portuguese journalists
admit — means that the local media in Portugal and Spain do not check information
with official sources. This dynamic suggests that the journalist conveys a single ver-
sion of the facts as if they were the truth, confident that the institutions are telling them
the facts or the gist. The reality is that the media and journalists have made countless
mistakes by following the discourse of official sources almost mindlessly. There are also
the interests of parties holding government positions or incriminating police reports in
which the version of the detainee or accused never surfaces.

Despite the above, the interviews demonstrate, especially in the case of Spain, a
willingness on the part of journalists to learn from past mistakes and adapt to the current
situation of limited time and resources. To this end, some choose to give up the race for
immediacy and invest in slower journalism, which focuses on specific themes and is rig-
orously prepared. The media outlets featuring this type of journalism thus have a chance
of standing out from those that go for the “tyranny of clicks”.

Based on the information, it is possible to conclude that the journalists interviewed
strive for an improvement in the quality of their information, as they are aware of their
excessive dependence on institutional sources, the existence of prejudices and political
interests among the local ruling class and their limited ability to correctly verify disin-
formation/misinformation content, due to the scarcity of models, the lack of training in
technological tools and the immediacy imposed by digital content. Journalists are aware
of the problem and how the decline in the quality of information undermines public con-
fidence, and they are the first to take an interest in tackling these problems, learning from
their experiences and implementing new approaches in their newsrooms.

Finally, we acknowledge the limitations of this study, which, as stated, is exploratory.
The number of interviews may be considered small and based on two countries. However,
they allow for the collection of indicators on a little-studied area: disinformation/mis-
information on a local scale (Jerénimo & Esparza, 2022) and, above all, fact-checking
practices and challenges for journalists working in the local media. Thus, quantitative
studies, such as surveys of journalists and media in other countries, could be promoted.
The same goes for the prospect of collaboration by the public in the verification process
(Allen et al., 2021), but studying this possibility with and around local media.

Translation: Anabela Delgado
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ABSTRACT

This article seeks to fill in one of the main identifiable gaps in the debate on professional
deskilling in journalism. This gap consists of the difficulty in isolating this concept from other
multiple meanings that is critical when interpreting the challenges imposed on journalism, which
are multiple and range from the erosion of professional domination to crises of values, including
the instability of business models with a marked impact on the reconfiguration of the division of
journalistic labour.

To that end, the literature on professional deskilling was used as a resource and system-
atically analysed to produce a structured and maximalist definition of this concept in journalism.
A definition that essentially results from the arrangement of multiple meanings within two main
aspects: the destandardisation of journalistic work and the immediacy of journalistic production. It
is concluded that a deskilling of the journalist profession constitutes a new type of precarity of prac-
tice, able to capture journalistic quality and which goes beyond the traditional and well-documented
precarity of employment and labour.

Finally, we suggest future avenues to continue monitoring the pace of professional transfor-
mation and how it will continue to affect journalistic skills and the quality of professional practice,
in particular the phenomenon of digital automation in journalism, which has the capacity to dictate
a return to the debate on professional deskilling in journalism.

KEYwORDS
journalism, profession, deskilling, quality of journalism

UMA Nova FORMA DE PRECARIEDADE (DA PRATICA)? A
DESCOMPETENCIALIZACAO PROFISSIONAL NO CENTRO
DO SEQUESTRO DA QUALIDADE NO JORNALISMO

ReEsumo

Este artigo procura responder a uma das principais lacunas identificdveis no debate so-
bre descompetencializa¢o profissional no jornalismo. Esta lacuna consiste numa dificuldade em
isolar da restante polissemia conceptual este conceito que € critico na interpretacdo dos desafios
impostos ao jornalismo, que s3o multiplos e que vdo da erosdo da dominagdo profissional as
crises de valores, passando pela instabilidade de modelos de negécio com impacto acentuado na
reconfiguracdo da divis3o do trabalho jornalistico.
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Para tal, e com recurso a uma sistematizagdo da literatura sobre descompetencializagdo
profissional, chegamos a uma defini¢do estruturada e maximalista deste conceito no jornalismo.
Definicdo que resulta fundamentalmente da arrumagdo dos multiplos significados em dois induto-
res principais: a despadronizagdo do trabalho jornalistico e o imediatismo na produgio jornalisti-
ca. Uma descompetencializagdo na profiss3o de jornalista que, conclui-se, constitui um novo tipo
de precariedade da pritica, capaz de capturar a qualidade jornalistica e que vai além das tradicio-
nais e muito documentadas precariedades do emprego e do trabalho.

Por fim, ensaiamos pistas futuras para continuar a acompanhar os ritmos de transformacao
profissional e a forma como estes continuardo a abalar competéncias jornalisticas e a qualidade
da prética profissional, nomeadamente o fenémeno da automacio digital no jornalismo com ca-
pacidade para ditar o regresso ao debate sobre descompetencializag3o profissional no jornalismo.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
jornalismo, profissdo, descompetencializagio, qualidade do jornalismo

1. INTRODUCTION

The new evolutionary process in the relations between media and society has in-
augurated an arena of permanent disruption in post-industrial journalism (Deuze, 2017;
Hirschhorn, 1988; Jenkins, 2006; Sonwalker, 2019). This disruption is fuelled by the ac-
celeration of information flows and the hyperabundance of content, which have led to
the liquidation of the classic media economy by reducing the economic value of news
(Tandoc et al., 2019).

This process, aided by another disintermediation phenomenon in journalism
caused by the strengthening (Manovich, 2020) of subjournalisms in networked archi-
tectures (Beckett, 2008; Benkler, 2006; Benson, 2019; Hjarvard, 2012; Steensen, 2016),
has led journalism and journalists to permanently renegotiate their contract with society
(Karlsen & Stavelin, 2014; Singer, 2010; Zelizer, 2015). This is happening at the same
time as robust competitive disputes are taking place within a context of divestment by
advertisers who are migrating to the major digital players, which have a greater capac-
ity to lock in audiences, as a result of what Hindman (2018) would define as a “greater
degree of online viscosity”.

This results in impoverished legacy media, struggling to raise revenue, and working
to rationalise resources while desperately trying to produce informative content which
has a market value (Carlson, 2014; Compton, 2010).

At this juncture, a techno-market supra-ideology of journalism is being established
even more than in the past (den Bulck, 2018), which is entering into conflict with the
values, objectives and positive function of the profession (Bruns, 2005; Deuze, 2005;
Fenton, 2010; Hjarvard, 2012; Singer, 2010). At the same time, its professionals are im-
mersed in a triadic system of doing more, quicker and with fewer resources, in a drift
towards a kind of new professional Taylorism.

As a consequence, we are witnessing a consolidation of deskilling tendencies within
journalism, with an impact on journalistic doing (practice) but also on journalistic knowl-
edge (epistemology; Rottwilm, 2014). Deskilling tendencies that position themselves as
antagonists to the journalist’s occupational ideology (Hermida, 2019).



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

A New Form of Precarity (of Practice)? Professional Deskilling at the Centre of the Hijacking of Quality in Journalism - Tiago Lima Quintanilha

This literature review seeks to recover this debate and deepen knowledge about a
concept that is absolutely critical in understanding the challenges faced by journalism,
journalists and the quality of their practice. This involves the concept of deskilling, so
dear to some of the most celebrated authors in journalism studies (Chambers & Steiner,
2010; Cottle, 2000; Deuze, 2001, 2005, 2007, 2009; Deuze & Yeshua, 2001; Fenton,
2010; Ornebring, 2019; Rottwilm, 2014; Singer, 2004). A concept that is built up in lay-
ers, that is, according to the arrangement of other micro and meso concepts that broadly
delimit much of the existing literature on the challenges imposed on journalism.

In addition, it is hoped that this article responds to possibly existing gaps in the
knowledge already produced on this subject, particularly the link that can be established
between understanding these deskilling phenomena in journalistic practice and the so-
ciologies of work, employment and professions. These disciplinary fields focus on issues
of decent work, remuneration for the work performed and identifying forms of precarity
in the area of the casualisation of work, which are boosted by the global economy and
informationalism as the material foundations of 21st century societies.

2. THE ORIGIN OF THE CONCEPT

The inclusion of the concept of deskilling within journalism studies is difficult to
pinpoint in time. However, this concept has been present in other scientific fields in
a more established manner, such as the sociologies of work, employment and profes-
sions, in accompanying a more ideological debate on the transformations brought about
by economic globalisation in its relationship with the employment market, particularly
the exploitative aspect of labour in capitalist systems (Abel, 2001; Baba, 2015; Bowker &
Star, 2015; Carroll & Mentis, 2008; Castells, 1996/2002; Downey, 2021; Ferris et al., 2010;
Gamst, 2015; Kim et al., 2003; Man, 2004; Martinaitis et al., 2021; Saunders, 20071; Star,
2001; Wall & Parker, 2001).

One of these debates revolves around the figures of rationalisation and flexibility
of resources, which in a certain way go hand in hand with Manuel Castells’s rationale
(1996/2002) in his work A Sociedade em Rede (The Network Society), when he talks
about a set of opportunities that the process of globalisation and informationalism have
brought to companies in capitalist countries. Opportunities in terms of reducing the
permanent workforce to a strictly necessary number, contractual flexibility and, broadly
speaking, the major changes the labour market has undergone towards its deregulation.
Opportunities that point, above all, to objectives such as reducing contractual rigidity,
easing labour market constraints by giving new meaning to workers’ rights, and giving
companies the ability to reorganise more effectively in scenarios of economic fluctuation
through allowing greater freedom to hire and fire, which has been made possible by de-
creasing legislation within the labour market (Rodrigues, 2009).

The situation is no different in media and communication companies (Bastos,
2014; Cobos, 2017; Matos, 2017; von Rimscha, 2016). In general and across all sectors,
what is at stake is that the workforce, including the permanent staff, consents to more
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volatile work or pay circumstances as an a priori condition for continuity in employment, or
as a prologue to achieving some kind of permanent worker status that is continually post-
poned by the organisational leadership, for example the case of recently graduated journal-
ists, who are moving between different internships (Asahina, 2019; Ornebring, 2018).

For Castells (1996/2002), one of the consequences of these processes of weaken-
ing fundamental principles and rights that coexist in the transition to the information
economy is precisely the internalisation of a permanent idea of maximising productivity
and efficiency in all production processes. This is the case even when terms such as “ra-
tionalisation of resources” and “flexibility of contractual relations” seem to paradoxically
work against the possibility of improving working conditions which are at the root of the
information paradigm itself. An ideology that, by extension, implies that workers must ap-
ply their full productive capacity under any and all circumstances, to the detriment of the
perfection and expertise associated with undertaking the trade. What Bourdieu (2001),
would ideologically call the “methodical atomisation” of work. An atomisation resulting
from the wider processes of the desocialisation of paid employment, which succumbs to
skilful liberalism and the inflexible demands of the “leonine employment contract dressed
in the robes of flexibility” (Bourdieu, 2001, p. 7). Not least because, as Chen and Sonn
(2019) describe, the flexible organisation on which employment contracts are often based
is the ideal environment for conditions that are conducive to professional deskilling.

It is within this perspective of abandoning the time-consuming expertise of estab-
lished professions in favour of consolidating flexible management (generally associated
with downsizing), and which responds to the interconnected impact of economic globali-
sation and the spread of information technologies, that the concept of professional deskill-
ing seems to find its strength.

In fact, Gamst (2015) states that professional deskilling occurs when there is a con-
tinuous loss of competences which, for Ferris et al. (2010), can also affect the cognitive
dimension. A loss of skills that leads precisely to a proletariat dispossessed of expertise,
reflecting the constraints, especially external ones (Chen & Sonn, 2019), imposed by capi-
talism and the deregulation of labour markets (Martinaitis et al., 2021; Wood et al., 2019).

Braverman (1974) had already pointed out that professional deskilling, which is a new
historical phase of capitalism, results in a complete inversion of the quality of trade work,
and is therefore a mechanism for the degradation or dequalification at work. Degradation
of labour which, in the view of Cole and Cooper (2006), is associated with the same pro-
cesses of the intensification of the productivity of labour.

In fact, in an article published by Liu (2006), the concepts of “deskilling of labour”
and “degradation of labour” are presented as expressions with exactly the same meaning.

In turn, Gamst (2015) brought the meaning of professional deskilling, from a neo-
Marxist teleological perspective, closer to the forms of the social control of workers achieved
through the meticulous division of labour. Forms that project the organisation of that very
same work into essentially simple and repetitive tasks, capable of calling into question the
occupational ideology of professions, even those often marked by a monopoly of knowl-
edge (journalism is one such profession).
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For Wall and Parker (2001), Kim et al. (2003) and Downey (2021), the phenomenon
of professional deskilling means, above all, that there is a process of labour simplifica-
tion or a simplification of tasks (either in terms of autonomy in undertaking the task or
in terms of the identity and significance of that same task). A process that contributes to
a continuous trend towards the standardisation of work within dynamics that tend to be-
come more acute over time (Kim et al., 2003) and that have found a major stimulus in the
last great technological revolution and in its component information technology (Downey,
2021; McQuail, 2007).

For Abel (2001) and Carroll and Mentis (2008), such a fate began its course with
18th and 19th century relations of production and which, for Chen and Sonn (2019), is
essentially the effect of a contingent proletarianisation of the labour market and the pro-
fessions that comprise it. A premise that goes so far as to contradict the paradigms of
linear transformation and transition from a manual economy to an economy based on
creative labour (Chen & Sonn, 2019). This is something which, according to the authors,
many academics failed to foresee and has helped to sustain the decades-long debate, with
implications for society, that creative work was essentially immune to the principle of pro-
fessional deskilling. Nowadays this is an extremely useful element in understanding the
proletarianisation of that creative work.

Still in the field of the correspondence between professional deskilling and the con-
solidation of capitalist models, Cole and Cooper (2006), in studying this phenomenon
systematically and over time in the Japanese railway sector, concluded that the privatisa-
tion processes of different industries also end up leading to the resurgence of pockets of
professional deskilling. The authors thus position this phenomenon as a consequence of
the denationalisation processes offered by economic liberalism.

In addition, a study carried out in Canada at the beginning of the millennium (Man,
2004), which involved Chinese immigrants in that country, concluded that the work of im-
migrant women is also more susceptible to the problem of professional deskilling, intro-
ducing this issue into the field of social, ethnic, gender, class and citizenship inequalities.

The problem of professional deskilling which, despite everything, is not static and
which, in certain situations, generates a reverse reaction towards professional reskilling.
Something that Agnew et al. (1997) found to occur in very specific sectors. This is the case
in the computer and information technology sectors, which are more susceptible to ongo-
ing updates in professional techniques, as is also the case in certain follow-up phases in
the automotive industry (Forslin, 1990).

In addition, as Chen and Sonn (2019) point out, the debate on professional deskill-
ing only later on assimilated the idea that often, and in many professional activities, the
aggravation of this professional deskilling is paradoxically accompanied by an increase in
the qualification levels of workers, not least because of the increase in the education lev-
els of the working population. This belated debate is perhaps due to a certain tradition of
Marxist thought that also attributes more complex tasks to the highest skill levels (Ertiirk,
2019). A principle that Braverman (1974) rejected early on, pointing out, for example, that
the phenomenon of professional deskilling was not limited to blue-collar or low-skilled
workers, but also affected white-collar or so-called “highly skilled” workers.
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This implies that there is sometimes a clear mismatch between qualifications as a
principle for controlling entry into professions (which is constantly increasing with the
rise and diversification of tertiary education levels), and the complexity of the task that is
carried out under this qualification label. Or, if we wish, a disconnect between the level of
qualification required to enter a particular profession, such as journalism, as will be seen
below, and the reduction, or a kind of withering away, of the skills and expertise historically
necessary to carry out that practice. This is despite the fact that Chen and Sonn (2019)
emphasise the need to consider the necessary interprofessional fluctuations within this
approach, not least because of the phenomena of professional reskilling that occur in very
specific professions that are not so susceptible to the phenomena of progressive deskill-
ing (Agnew et al., 1997; Forslin, 1990).

3. THE CONCEPT IN JOURNALISM STUDIES AND COMMUNICATION SCIENCES

The application of the concept of deskilling in journalism studies forms part of a
holistic approach that has a history in this disciplinary field and which concerns the multi-
ple challenges posed to this activity, which has been so greatly impacted by the effects of
post-industrialism and information technology, in renegotiating its contract with society.
It is this holistic approach that determines that the concept is heavily immersed in dis-
courses where a certain conceptual polysemy predominates.

However, since the use of the concept can be mainly traced back to key authors with-
in the theoretical tradition of journalism studies, it is now possible to establish a rationale
for the entry of this concept as a central element in the debate on seizing the quality of
professional practice and on the obsolescence of the profession’s occupational ideology.

At the beginning of the millennium, Simon Cottle (2000) signalled that journalistic
practice had become susceptible to processes of professional dequalification as a result
of forced procedures to diversify professional skills, which ended up having a perverse
effect on the quality of practice. The author thus associated the issue of deskilling with
pressure to intensify multiple professional skills in newsrooms.

However, this discussion was initially positioned in an ambivalent manner. At a
time when these issues were coming to the fore in the debate on the major transforma-
tions brought about by information technology in the profession, authors such as Jane
Singer (2004) tried to find out from professional journalists whether this pressure to in-
crease skills and to abandon departmentalisation within journalistic work implied a loss
of know-how and quality of practice. Or, on the other hand, if it meant a strengthening
of competences. A discussion that, over time, has strengthened the weight of the former
hypothesis and reduced that of the latter, mostly because of the amplification of issues
related to the processes of simplifying the news story, with repercussions on its quality.

In fact, some 15 years after the first ideas put forward by Cottle (2000), Rottwilm’s
(2014) discourse was once again tuned to that same note, suggesting that journalistic ac-
tivity, by demanding more and more versatility and multitasking, ended up fuelling mech-
anisms that incapacitated professional performance and different tasks in their entirety. A
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situation that would lead to the idea of deskilling that Fenton (2010), a few years earlier,
had also characterised as one of the serious causes of a wider mechanism for deregulat-
ing levels of professionalism in journalism.

This association of the term “deskilling”, as a concept, with multiskilling and mul-
titasking has thus become more prevalent. This predominance can be identified, for ex-
ample, in one of the most important works in journalism studies in recent years, The
Routledge Companion to News and Journalism, organised by Stuart Allan (2010). In one of
the glossary entries, the concept of “deskilling” ends up referring precisely to the mean-
ings and consequences of two other attributes that are heavily revisited in this field of
study, that is, multiformats and multitasking.

On the other hand, another of the leading authors in this scientific field, Mark Deuze
(2001, 2005, 2009), has over the years positioned the debate on deskilling in journalism
within an essentially critical perspective of the revisited myth of the internet as a tech-
nological panacea. The author fully understands this challenge of deskilling imposed on
the journalistic profession as a consequence of the transition to post-industrial online
journalism (Deuze, 2005). A transition powerful enough to shape a dramatic conceptual
change in journalistic practice (Deuze, 2009), which was effected by a sharp decline in
the structures overseeing the flow of information and which has had to cumulatively deal
with new ethical dilemmas that affect its credibility (Deuze & Yeshua, 2001). This chang-
ing nature of journalistic work ends up having an impact on the autonomy of journalists
by affecting the roles they play, and in turn this affects the historical relationship of this
craft with the quality of work structures (Witschge & Nygren, 2009).

The very process of gathering and processing information in post-industrial jour-
nalism is in itself a major symptom of the deskilling to which this profession is subject,
resulting in a reconversion of work which ranges from writing news to rehearsing simple
projections in replicating formats of trivialised, mechanised and undifferentiated infor-
mation content. Content that is often an exact copy of news published by other brands
— again, the aspect associated with processes simplifying labour and tasks.

In addition, the equally well-known author Henrik Ornebring (2009, 2010, 2019)
points out that the process of deskilling in journalism is gaining traction and supports
the idea discussed earlier that this deskilling stems from an almost institutionalised
relationship in new journalistic practices. This relationship concerns the dichotomy of
doing things faster and on different platforms (again, the meanings of multitasking and
multiskilling are very present, to which the aspect of immediacy is added), which are a
consequence of the seizing of time-consuming journalism formats (based on expertise
and standardised work) through the intensification of technocratic management and
organisational control of media companies.

This seizing takes place in parallel with the consolidation of a practice that is pro-
gressively oriented towards mass production, productivism and continuous cycles of
fast content of debatable quality, speed-ups and permanent deadlines, which are reflect-
ed in the era of the hypercommercialisation of news. News that itself becomes a com-
modity like any other, dragging journalistic work into spheres of discussion that distance
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it from the seminal practice associated with the craft. An idea that Ornebring (2010)
emphasises as being the main reason why it is said that one of the clearest symptoms
of deskilling in journalism is the notion sometimes conveyed that the dissemination of
the most basic news in continuous production chains does not require specific or very
in-depth training in journalism. Something that, incidentally, may even be of use to the
managers and administrators of media groups themselves, for whom, in the tug of war
of ideological struggles and recovering the almost prophetic words of Carr-Saunders
(Carr-Saunders & Wilson, 1933), not even journalists have a monopoly on the technique
that is indispensable to the exercise of this profession.

Ornebring (2019) goes further and mentions that one of the basic problems in this
debate on journalistic competences or their deskilling is precisely a historical difficulty
in defining what can be understood as journalistic competence. This is a discussion that
to a certain extent goes hand in hand with another on the non-consolidated definitions
of what journalism is and the permanent conflict between the normative substance of
journalism and its justificatory procedure (Anderson, 2019).

4. TipyiNG Up THE CONCEPT OR THE MULTIPLE LAYERS OF PROFESSIONAL DESKILLING
IN JOURNALISM

The methodological proposal of this article is not limited to systematising the
existing literature on deskilling within journalistic activity. In fact, the main aim of this
work is to advance the knowledge that has already been produced, that is, to find any
gaps that may exist.

In order to achieve this, the following points propose the tidying up of the con-
cept, through indicating the major meso and micro layers behind the macro meaning
of professional deskilling. Somewhat ambitiously, a proposal that locates the practice
of those which, in the literature, are the major indicators and inducers of deskilling in
journalistic practice.

Given this, this discussion on deskilling in the journalistic profession will produce
a framework in which the meanings of the destandardisation of journalistic practice and
immediacy are positioned as essential elements of a more structured and maximalist
consolidation of the concept.

Within a more meso level of analysis, the meaning of the destandardisation of
journalistic work (Cohen, 2012) implies, in practice, an accelerated process of deregula-
tion of journalistic work and of the levels of quality of its practice and, consequently and
inherently, a reduction in levels of professionalism.

In this destandardisation of work, the often-seen micro aspects of multiskilling
and multi-formats, which have the perverse effect of seizing the performance of tasks
and formats in their full and optimal extent, and which are also a consequence of con-
tinuous reconfigurations of the division of labour aimed at rationalising costs, time and
resources, consolidate scenarios involving the abandoning of the departmentalisation
of work. This translates into the seizure of standardised work, expertise, speciality and
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time-consuming work. The connection to this techno-mercantile and productivist journal-
ism thus results in a more all-round professional, capable of responding to the accumula-
tion of simplified tasks, as well as the multi-formats and multiskilling required by the ver-
tiginous pace of news (with practically zero economic value). However, this also results in
atype of journalism that is focused on lower levels of professionalism, since it is structured
around a dequalified, simplified practice and marked by what Deuze (2009) has called a
decline in the structure of the procedure with an impact on its credibility.

Still on the meso level, the role of immediacy (Beckett, 2010; Fenton, 2010; Hass,
2011; Hjarvard, 2012; Karlsson, 2011; Waisbord, 2013) as an extension of the witnessed ac-
celeration in post-industrial journalism — which, in a way, evokes the generalised accelera-
tion of modern societies proposed by Harmut Rosa (2015) — is rooted in the notions of
ubiquity and omnipresence of information and in the speed and anticipation of information
as preponderant attributes in the salience of continuous information flows. Ultimately, it is
a form of always doing something and in the shortest space of time, in 24-hour cycles and
in pressurised times within a sped-up format, where the maxim “the value of information
does not survive the moment in which it is new. It lives only at that moment” (Benjamin,
1968, p. 90), has never seemed so appropriate to the narrative of the problem.

This immediacy is thus one of the fundamental aspects of understanding how work
routines and logics within newsrooms have changed and continue to change, and where
the incessant search for new formats and innovative agendas have marked the path of an
industry that is still trying to find a viable business model for news in the digital age (von
Rimscha, 2016).

This immediacy, in the words of Beckett (2010), leads to a kind of melting pot of
dubious news material and content that have become necessary to know how to avoid. A
scenario in which investigative journalism, specialised and based on the expertise that re-
sults from performing the task to the fullest, is challenged by a type of journalism based on
continuous information flows capable of responding to the monetisation strategies of me-
dia organisations. An immediacy that, apart from anything else, has already consolidated
itself into a kind of procedural norm (Buhl et al., 2017).

And even though journalists still try to combine immediacy and accuracy in news
production (Mir, 2014), it seems wise to bring up the words of Fenton (2010) and Karlsson
(2011), when they point out that immediacy is nothing more than a kind of catalyst for a
certain type of breakdown in the social function of journalism. This breakdown has a direct
impact on the quality of news production, which is increasingly exposed to errors, inac-
curacies and replications, which in turn are the most obvious reflection of a practice that
contributes to a growing professional deskilling.

An attempt is thus made to systematise the concept of deskilling (Figure 1), taking
into account the different micro and meso levels that allow this concept to be used as a
critical point in interpreting the hijacking of the quality of journalism and the obsolescence
of its occupational ideology.
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Figure 1. Systematising the concept of deskilling in the journalism profession

5. ANEw FOrRM OF PRECARITY PROJECTED ON TO THE EFFECTS OF DESKILLING ON THE
QUALITY OF JOURNALISM

The tradition of studies on professional precarity precedes, but also accompanies,
the emergence of others that reflect on the historical transition to the information society
and the global economy, as well as the way in which this transition is accompanied by the
creation of precarious living and working conditions (Castells, 1996/2002).

A pivotal author in this field of study on professional precarity is Serge Paugam (2000;
Paugam & Russell, 2000). This author is linked to an extension of Durkheimian thinking
in the area of the degradation of employment and crises within social ties, and has devised
a twofold typology of precarity: (a) work insecurity, associated with the instability of the
employment relationship, which in the journalism profession is essentially associated with
contingency links, piecework, and others not subject to the legal aspect of a salary, or is-
sues such as the stagnation of professional careers, poor remunerative conditions, among
others; and (b) the precarity of work, attributable to a process of domination/subordina-
tion through the acceptance of the exploitation of paid employment. This process normal-
ises poor working conditions as a result of fragmented, flexible labour markets captured
by generalised and permanent insecurity which, in journalism, is seen as an extension of
the profession itself. A type of job insecurity that is reflected mostly in issues such as dis-
satisfaction and misalignment of work expectations, anguish and uncertainty (pathos),
intense workloads that are often coercively extended and the consequent blurring of the
boundaries between working hours and private life.

However, and considering the limit of the scope of the type of double precarity pro-
posed by Paugam (2000; Paugam & Russell, 2000), the substance of the topic dealt with
in this article would imply from the outset the introduction of a third type of precarity,
which goes beyond formal employment arrangements and is associated with this aspect
of deskilling in a profession such as journalism, which has been continually challenged in
terms of the quality of its practice.

A new type of precarity of practice is therefore proposed that differs from the precarity
of employment and the discussion of the traditionally dominating bonds that are at play
in the new global economic orders. A new type of precarity that also goes beyond work in-
security and the characteristics resulting from the subordination to these ties, which have
a strong impact on the well-being and personal aspect of the worker (precarity of work).

I0
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This is the kind of precarity that best explains the drift in journalism towards a
decline in the quality of its practice, the representation of which has been attempted
by other authors, such as in the proposal for a definition of precarious professionalism
within journalism (Matthews & Onyemaobi, 2020).

In this regard, authors such as Cohen (2017) point out that the plethora of chal-
lenges imposed on journalism, represented by precarious working conditions, have a
marked influence on the quality of journalistic activity. This idea is shared by Morini et al.
(2014), who state that the professionals themselves are aware that precarity affects the
quality of their work and recognise that news quality models have deteriorated.

In other words, a melting pot of influences that has repercussions on a weakened
practice that can also, in the view of Chadha and Steiner (2022), have a perverse effect on
the historic umbilical relationship between journalism and democracy. A kind of precar-
ity of practice that is normalised in the intricate complex that leads to the pauperisation
of the classic economy of traditional media and which subsequently results in, (a), the
advance in processes leading to professional dequalification (Chadha & Steiner, 2022;
Wasserman, 2019) and, (b), the erosion of the functionalist ideal of journalism as legiti-
mised by quality content and high levels of professionalism (Ornebring, 2018). It is also
a type of precarity that is little discussed, but which influences journalists’ own ways
of thinking (Ornebring, 2018). Indeed, according to Gutiérrez-Cuesta et al. (2022), the
precarious contexts of practice are the largest factor affecting professional routines and,
ultimately, the quality of the texts published by different brands.

And even if the set of concepts used to justify this precarity of practice does not
have a consolidated format like that proposed in this article, authors such as Cohen
(2017) have already alluded to a precarity of practice associated with a process of de-
standardisation of journalistic work, which will come to rely on trivialised information
generated by software and on the writing of unoriginal content. Processes that Banet-
Weiser (2017) describes as being primarily explainable in the light of an organisational
transformation, where journalists, in order to respond to the hypercompetitive impetus
of the profession, transfer their subjectivity as workers to the languages and practices of
journalistic entrepreneurship.

One of the main examples is the new procedural dictatorships imposed on journal-
ists, such as metrics, which override the historical normative substance of journalism.
Or, in other words, procedural dictatorships that nowadays have more economic value
than the quality of the news content itself (Murdock, 2018), thus subverting the idea of
journalism as a profession based on an ideology that assumes a commitment to the qual-
ity of the work rather than the principle of the economic efficiency of that work (Witschge
& Nygren, 2009). The result is a superimposition of the desires of technocratic media
management and market imperatives on the quality of journalism and the news content
produced, resulting in a precarity of know-how, which implies assuming as a hypothesis
the negative correlation between levels of precarity of practice, as a consequence of the
disruptive environments imposed on journalism and the quality of journalism itself.

II
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In essence, a growing precarity of practice (Figure 2), which appears to be associ-
ated with the conditions of permanent, diffuse and chaotic change that are plaguing
journalistic practice in the post-industrial era of news, and which entails a disabling of
know-how that is thus becoming increasingly precarious in its historical relationship with
the quality of practice, and which may put journalists themselves, as Morini et al. (2014)
point out, in a permanent conflict between their professional calling and disillusionment.

Precarity of practice

(arrival) Deskilling in journalism
Meso indicators Destandardisation of work

X _ Abandcr‘\menl of Mums‘ki\lin Accum‘uIatlon, Mec..ar‘usauon L InFormle)naI |mpreC|sl|0ns and
Micro indicators departmentalisation d Multi g simplification and Productivist ubiquity, obsolescence of
and procedural a?orm:ts‘- and repetition trivialisation of acceleration omnipresenc time-consuming

decharacterisation of tasks content e and speed work

Figure 2. Deskilling in the journalism profession as a new form of precarious practice?

6. CONCLUSION

This article began by situating the issue of professional deskilling in journalism as
an object of study that can mainly be found in the theoretical heritage of studies by lead-
ing authors in the field of communication sciences.

Contrary to that which happens in other areas, where the discussion on profes-
sional deskilling seems more consolidated, the conceptual polysemy that permeates the
ecosystem of the challenges imposed on post-industrial journalism means that it has
not yet been possible to work on the concept, and its different compositional layers, in a
more structured way.

Given this, the added value of this work, which aims to fill in the gaps identified
in the knowledge produced, consisted of proposing a systematisation of the concept of
deskilling within the journalism profession, relating the product of this systematisation
to the aspect of quality in journalism.

It was concluded that the meanings of the abandonment of departmentalisation
and procedural decharacterisation; the accumulation of formats and tasks; labour sim-
plification and repetition; the mechanisation and trivialisation of the work product; pro-
ductivist and ubiquitous acceleration; and the upsurge of imprecision resulting from the
obsolescence of time-consuming activity, can help consolidate a maximalist definition of
what deskilling within the profession truly consists of. This deskilling is subsumed within
the two key words capable of bringing together its different meanings. These are the
concepts of “destandardisation of work” and “immediacy”, which together consolidate
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the deskilling tendencies of the profession and help position this debate within a new
type of precarity of practice. A kind of precarity of practice that characterises one of the
professions most susceptible to the disruptive rhythms of information technology, as is
the case with journalism, and which has implications for the quality of journalism and
the deterioration of the journalistic product.

7. FUTURE PATHS OR THE AMBIGUOUS IMPACT OF AUTOMATION ON THE DESKILLING OF
JourNALISTIC PRACTICE

As was seen earlier, the literature tells us that professional deskilling became more
acute with the last major phase of the technological revolution, as well as with the stand-
ardisation and simplification of tasks supported by the information infrastructure, with
documented consequences for the quality of journalism. However, some of this same,
more recent literature also concludes that one of the main positive points enhanced by
the integration of “industry 4.0” and automation in professional occupations, particu-
larly in journalism, is the ability to free up the human factor in newsrooms from the sim-
plest most tedious tasks in order to embrace more complex ones, such as investigative
journalism (Lindén, 2017; Thurman et al., 2017; van Dalen, 2012). This brighter side of
what the technological infrastructure offers to journalism and journalists makes it neces-
sary to consider the idea of professional reskilling and the rescuing of quality journalism
supported by an infrastructure that takes care of the trivialised tasks of the profession.

However, this is an idea that does not meet with consensus, as other hypotheses
such as the reinforcement of the continuous and progressive withering away of skills
(Carlson, 2014) — more deskilling — and the neoliberal hypothesis projected in profes-
sional redundancy (Conboy, 2019), are also being put forward.

In this sense, it is felt that it is important to continue to monitor the dynamics of
transformation in journalism and how these impact the professional skills of journalists
and the quality of journalism. Therefore, the issue of automation in journalism is one
of the new topics that will arouse the most interest, on the one hand, in monitoring the
possible strengthening of the dynamics of deskilling, or on the other hand, in its corre-
sponding antipodes of reshaping contexts involving professional reskilling. At the end
of the day, the automation applied to journalism may be a mere reinforcement of ration-
alisation mechanisms: rationalisation of resources in the form of laying off workers and
through the release of many other operational costs by the organisational top manage-
ment, which are umbilically linked to a practice historically associated with the image of
a time-consuming craft. To be followed.

Translation: Linguaemundi Language Services, Lda.
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ABSTRACT

Studying the quality of journalism in Portugal is important, given the current financial
crisis the business landscape is going through, where newsrooms are increasingly smaller and
with precarious working conditions. In this context, how do Portuguese television and radio jour-
nalists assess the quality of journalism practised in Portugal and the conditions they have to
produce news? This article seeks to answer two research questions, through the use of semi-
structured interviews with 11 radio and television journalists in Portugal: (a) how do television
and radio journalists define quality journalism; and (b) how do television and radio journalists
assess the quality of journalism produced in Portugal?

The interviewees stressed the importance of following the profession’s ethical rules, main-
taining accuracy and impartiality, as well as other more formal aspects, such as the quality of their
writing or the ability to captivate their audience. As for the conditions needed to practise good
journalism, the importance of time and job stability stood out, which the interviewees agreed are
in short supply. Although the interviewees were not unanimous in their assessment of the quality
of television and radio journalism in Portugal — even the most positive ones had criticisms to
make — most of the journalists interviewed considered that their working conditions for produc-
ing good journalism fall short of what is desired.

KEYworbDs
quality of journalism, interviews, television, radio, precarity

“NAo TENHO As CONDICOES”: COMO 0s
JORNALISTAS DE TELEVISAO E RADIO AVALIAM A
QUALIDADE DO JORNALISMO EM PORTUGAL

ReEsumo

Estudar a qualidade do jornalismo em Portugal manifesta-se como relevante perante uma
paisagem empresarial em crise financeira e reda¢des cada vez mais pequenas com condicdes de
trabalho precérias. Neste contexto, como é que os jornalistas portugueses de televis3o e de radio
avaliam a qualidade do jornalismo praticado em Portugal e as condi¢des que tém para o produ-
zir? Através de entrevistas semiestruturadas a 11 jornalistas de radio e de televisdo em Portugal,
procuramos responder a duas perguntas de investigag3o: (a) como é que os jornalistas de televi-
s3o e de radio definem o jornalismo de qualidade?; e (b) como é que os jornalistas de televisdo e
de radio avaliam a qualidade do jornalismo produzido em Portugal?
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Os entrevistados destacam a importancia de seguir as regras deontoldgicas da profiss3o,
de manter o rigor e a isengdo e também outros tipos de caracteristicas mais formais como, por
exemplo, a qualidade da escrita ou a capacidade de cativar a audiéncia. Quanto s condigdes ne-
cessdrias para praticar bom jornalismo, sobressai a importancia do tempo e da estabilidade labo-
ral, sobre as quais os entrevistados concordam estarem em escassez. Embora ndo sejam unani-
mes na sua avaliagdo da qualidade do jornalismo televisivo e radiofénico em Portugal — mesmo
os mais positivos tém criticas a fazer —, a maior parte dos jornalistas entrevistados considera
que as suas condigdes de trabalho para produzir bom jornalismo ficam aquém do desejado.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
qualidade do jornalismo, entrevistas, televisdo, radio, precariedade

1. INTRODUCTION

Portugal is one of the countries where people trust the news the most. The Digital
News Report Portugal 2022 (Cardoso et al., 2022) points out that 61% of the Portuguese
say they trust the news, the highest figure in Southern Europe and the second highest in
the whole of Europe, only behind Finland. The most trusted brand is public television,
RTP. In addition, the Portuguese believe that the news in Portugal is not too polarised —
in other words, that the media do not tend to exaggerate the differences between political
parties and groups. Portugal has the lowest perceived polarisation score in the world,
along with Singapore. These figures reveal a country where the relationship of trust be-
tween the media and their audiences has not yet eroded, contrary to the trend in other
European countries and North America. It is also a country where the majority of people
still consume information from television every week — 63% of people watch news on
RTP, SIC or TVI at least once a week, according to the same report.

Given the considerable demand for television information and the still encourag-
ingly high levels of public trust in the media, there is interest in studying the quality of
journalism produced on Portuguese television, along with radio journalism, as a possi-
ble point of comparison to understand how widespread the perceptions in question are.

Over the last few decades, different techniques and approaches have been used to
measure and assess the quality of journalism. Experts have proposed a variety of angles
from which to study this subject, and these range from content analysis using differ-
ent methods (Martins & Palacios, 2016; Palacios, 2011), to the study of the conditions
that exist in media companies for the production of good journalism (Picard, 2000), as
well as definitions and measures linked to the social and democratic role of journalism
(McQuail & Deuze, 2020). Research into the quality of journalism in Portugal is still in
its infancy, which indicates a need to understand better how Portuguese journalists and
audiences define quality journalism and what assessments they make of it.

The issue of quality has also become particularly pressing at a time of financial
crisis within journalism, which has led to a reduction in the number of newspapers and
journalists in newsrooms. As journalists (Gomez Mompart et al., 2015) and institutions
(Esteves, 2020) and academics (Meyer, 2009; Silva, 2020) point out, quality journalism
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cannot be achieved without investment — whether in human resources or in technologi-
cal and technical resources.

As such, given the deteriorating financial conditions of media companies in
Portugal, how do Portuguese journalists assess the quality of journalism practised in
Portugal and the conditions in which they themselves have to carry out “good journal-
ism”? This article aims to answer two research questions: (a) how do television and radio
journalists define quality journalism; and (b) how do television and radio journalists as-
sess the quality of journalism produced in Portugal?

To this end, this article begins by presenting some theoretical guidelines concerning
the study of the quality of journalism and journalists’ perceptions of quality. It then offers
a few points to contextualise the evolution of the professional profile of the Portuguese
journalistic class, the financial situation of media companies and the present-day work-
ing situation of journalists in Portugal. It then presents the methodology utilised in this
study, namely semi-structured interviews conducted with 11 radio and television journal-
ists in Portugal. Finally, it provides a contextualised analysis of the results of the study.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1. THE STUDY OF THE QUALITY OF JOURNALISM

It is often said that there is a “public interest” in a quality press, that is, that the
press fulfils important roles in society and that the quality of its work is therefore in the
common interest. These benefits of the press for society are manifold, including the
systematic scrutiny of power, stimulating active democratic life, as well as creating op-
portunities to express ideas and perspectives about the world (McQuail & Deuze, 2020).
There is a normative outlook from professionals who practise journalism about the qual-
ity they consider they have an obligation to achieve and there is an expectation, on the
part of society, that the press should be held to a certain standard. This is partly due to
the historical context of journalism, with its role having been defined as a link between
political institutions and citizens. Research into the quality of the press often focuses on
its ability to fulfil this normative role. McQuail and Deuze created the concept of media
performance to talk about the quality of journalistic content, with a definition based on
five values: freedom, equality, diversity, quality of information and truth, and social order
and solidarity.

However, not all definitions of journalistic quality are associated with these concepts
of public service. Picard (2000), for example, takes a more economistic approach: “the
concept of quality involves providing value for the money or time expended by consumers
to obtain and use a product or service” (p. 97). In order to define the quality of journal-
ism, the author proposes an approach based on the time spent by the journalist during
the working process and points out seven categories of activity to be quantified mainly by
the time spent on them. For example, this includes activities such as “interviews”, “being

n o«

on the phone gathering information and arranging interviews”, “participating in editorial
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meetings, discussions and training sessions” and even “thinking, organising material,
and waiting for information and materials” (Picard, 2000, p. 101).

Where Picard (2000) focuses on time, Lacy (2000) suggests measuring the qual-
ity of journalism through financial investment. An idea that first appeared in 1986, pro-
posed by Litman and Bridges, is that the measurement of the quality of journalism can
be achieved by gauging the newspaper company’s financial investment in the product.
“This concept of performance is not an evaluation per se of the product itself but rather
of the resources put forth by a newspaper to produce and deliver such a quality product”
(Litman & Bridges, 1986, p. 10). Lacy (2000) points out that, although more money is
not a guarantee of quality content, nor is it the only factor at play, a news organisation
needs financial support to produce it:

ask any newspaper editor if money guarantees quality journalism, and the
editor will likely deny it. Yet, ask that same editor if money can help him
or her improve the quality of news reporting, and the answer will be “of
course”. (p. 25)

As such, financial investment has value as a tool for measuring the quality of jour-
nalism, argues Lacy (2000), because funding is crucial for producing quality content
consistently over time.

Others have sought to define quality journalism based on the criteria of the pro-
fessionals who develop it. Rosenstiel et al. (2007), as part of the Project for Excellence
in Journalism, developed a list of criteria that define good quality local television news,
based on surveys and interviews with journalists who produce this type of news. The
journalists questioned as part of this research felt that a good newscast should meet
seven criteria, namely, cover the whole community, cover substantive and significant is-
sues, show courage, be fair, be accurate, show authority and not sensationalise.

These are criteria that appear in various research projects concerning what journal-
ists value in quality news, such as Gladney’s (1996) work. The journalists in Gladney’s
study prioritised certain criteria for the quality of journalism, including “integrity, impar-
tiality and editorial independence” when it came to the criteria for news organisation,
and “strong local coverage, accuracy and good writing” (p. 327) when it came to the
criteria for the content itself. The author sought to understand whether journalists and
audiences valued similar characteristics in quality journalism and concluded that, for the
most part, professionals and readers indeed had similar standards for journalistic excel-
lence. This study also showed that journalists seem to underestimate readers’ interest
in serious topics and exaggerate their “appetite for superficial material”, while readers
are “more discreet and restrained than editors in deciding what is fit to print” (Gladney,
1996, p. 328) — readers valued a less sensationalist approach from newspapers more
than journalists themselves.

This proximity between the criteria for journalistic quality identified by the pub-
lic and by professionals has been shown in several other studies, including the one by
Odriozola-Chéné and Rodrigo-Mendizédbal (2017) in Ecuador, where the authors surveyed
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audiences and interviewed 40 journalists to find out which criteria were most valued and
also which conditions were necessary for the development of quality journalism.

The authors found several points of convergence, for example, in the importance
given to the significance, clarity and accuracy of the information. “citizens and journalists
share a set of values when it comes to determining what is important”, the authors wrote,
and “the correct identification of sources contributes to citizens’ perception that the news
are representative of the events reported” (Odriozola-Chéné & Rodrigo-Mendizébal, 2017,
p. 186). However, the public considers that impartiality and reliability are hardly present
in Ecuadorian news and journalists justify this by saying that there are professional, hier-
archical and external constraints that make it difficult to produce quality journalism. For
journalists, political pressure appears to be the greatest constraint on the development of
quality journalism, followed by other pressures, such as audience expectation.

2.2. JOURNALISTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF QUALITY

It is not only important to understand what criteria journalists use to define quality
journalism, but also how they assess the current state of journalism, including the work
they themselves do. This article has chosen to highlight three studies (Gémez Mompart
et al., 2015; Jenkins & Nielsen, 2020; Plasser, 2005) that assess journalists’ perceptions
of the quality of journalism and which seem to highlight some cross-cutting trends.

Plasser (2005) compared United States and Austrian political journalists’ per-
ceptions of news quality and found “striking” similarities (p. 64). On both sides of the
Atlantic, journalists question the good quality of political news: in Austria, more than
50% of the journalists interviewed believed that the quality of political journalism had
declined in previous years and only 19% thought it had improved. The causes of these
quality-related problems were market pressures and the hypercommercialisation of the
journalistic product, which also had consequences for interaction with sources. However,
although political journalists in both countries were very critical of news quality, “there
are no indicators that they are willing to reduce their professional standards of news gath-
ering and reporting” (Plasser, 2005, p. 65).

Jenkins and Nielsen (2020) found similarities in the qualities that local newspaper
journalists mentioned as essential in Germany, France, the United Kingdom and Finland.
The interviewees mainly emphasised the values of proximity, public service and popu-
larity of content. They did, however, have criticisms to make, including the difficulty of
producing more content with fewer journalists while trying to maintain high standards of
editorial quality. The editors and journalists interviewed stated that it is increasingly difh-
cult to cover communities in a way that provides the information necessary for readers to
be active citizens, due to the time pressures of the digital environment and the reduction
in profits, readers and journalists per newsroom. Certain elements of quality journalism
and the resources to produce this have reached their limits. Jenkins and Nielsen (2020)
thus found a “cross-national local news ecosystem” (p. 251) in which journalists generally
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try not to lower their high standards for quality journalism while trying to maintain the
sustainability of their under-resourced media outlet.

In Spain, Gémez Mompart et al. (2015) surveyed 363 journalists to find out how
they assess quality in the media outlet where they work, using various criteria, and found
general dissatisfaction. For example, only half of journalists considered that the percent-
age of significant information in their media outlet is sufficient, although significance is
one of the criteria they consider to be essential. The same goes for a media outlet’s ability
to offer original content.

Good quality information requires a financial investment that “companies are not
willing to make” (Gémez Mompart et al., 2015, p. 20), according to 34% of those ques-
tioned. Many journalists also pointed out the lack of job stability — 28% stated there is
little job stability in the profession and 34% said that only half of the workers have such
stability. The perception of precarity and salary levels varies according to age (those with
fewer years of experience view these aspects more unfavourably) and also according to
the type of media (in television, salary and stability levels are the highest).

Gomez Mompart et al. (2015) found a tendency among Spanish journalists to
blame companies for most of the quality problems in journalism, “especially with regard
to the lack of investment to improve production conditions” (p. 29). Another problem
pointed out, as reported by journalists in Jenkins and Nielsen’s study (2020), is the need
for speed, which hinders the process of quality assurance and analysis of topics in depth.

2.3. THE EVOLUTION OF THE JOURNALIST'S PROFILE IN PORTUGAL

While it is true that there are many common traits within the profession of journal-
ism at the international level, and that American and European currents differ, it is also
indisputable that Portuguese journalists and journalism have developed in a particular
society that has endowed them with their own distinctive traits. As Correia and Baptista
(2007) wrote, the professionalisation of journalism in Portugal took place mainly under
the dictatorship, in the face of political constraints which, however, did not prevent the
creation of a specific ethos for the profession:

independence, accuracy, the denunciation of injustice and the pursuit of
social justice have never left the profession’s legitimising discourses, even
if the reality imposed by the censorship clearly devalued these and, in many
cases, prevented operations involving choice, selection and interpretation

essential to making these a reality. (p. 32)

Between the 1950s and 25 April 1974, many changes were to take place inside and
outside Portuguese newsrooms, with the aim of shaping the professional identity of the
Portuguese journalist, a process that would continue beyond the revolution and up until
the present day. While during the 1950s, journalists had no specific training in communi-
cation and much more value was placed on learning the “craft” in a newsroom and with
colleagues, little by little a trend towards professionalisation began to emerge, requiring
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specific educational training. Journalists had low social status and there was resistance
within the profession to the creation of professional courses: at the time, many texts
only acknowledged “the newsroom as the special and exclusive space for the learning
required to perform the ‘craft’” (Correia & Baptista, 2007, p. 400). It was not until 1968
that the Journalists’ Union managed to create the first journalism training course, and
there was still a long way to go for consensus being reached among professionals on the
need for this institutionalisation.

Even during the dictatorship, journalists coordinated efforts to improve their work-
ing conditions in terms of their salaries and careers, and the growing dignity of the pro-
fession created space for them to define their own ethical and deontological principles as
well as specific journalistic values, that is, the concepts of “impartiality” and “accuracy”
and the idea of public interest gained ground, even under the yoke of censorship (Correia
& Baptista, 2007).

Any characterisation of Portuguese journalists as a group, however, remained
somewhat rudimentary until Paquete de Oliveira, who in 1987 carried out the first so-
ciological analysis of this professional group and the following year published the arti-
cle “Elementos Para uma Sociologia dos Jornalistas Portugueses” (Elements Towards a
Sociology of Portuguese Journalists). The knowledge we have today about the evolution
of the journalistic class is largely due to the surveys of Portuguese journalists he car-
ried out with José Luis Garcia, seeking not only to discover the sociological characteris-
tics of journalists, but also their concerns and objectives within the profession (Crespo,
Azevedo, & Cardoso, 2017).

The composition of the journalistic profession in Portugal continued to evolve until
the end of the 20th century: while in 1974 there were 700 registered journalists, in 1996
there were 4,300, according to Fernando Correia (1997), who clearly attributes this in-
crease to “the diversification and growth of the media (specialised magazines, new radio
and TV stations)” (p. 42). During the 1980s and 1990s, the profession was not only revi-
talised, but also feminised, and efforts to increase education also bore fruit — in 1992,
35% of journalists had studied social communication (Correia, 1997).

In little over two decades, at the time of the survey by the Centre for Research
and Studies in Sociology — University Institute of Lisbon: “Os Jornalistas Portugueses
S3o Bem Pagos? Inquérito as Condic¢oes Laborais dos Jornalistas em Portugal” (Are
Portuguese Journalists Well Paid? Survey on the Labour Conditions of Journalists in
Portugal), carried out in 2016, there was a balance between genders, with men and wom-
en standing at 51.8% and 48.2% respectively. Regarding education, professionals with
specific training more than doubled, with around two thirds of journalists possessing a
higher educational degree in communication sciences, social communication or journal-
ism (Crespo, Azevedo, Sousa, et al., 2017).

Inseparable from the evolution of journalists’ sociological profile was the progress
in their labour situation — Paquete de Oliveira pointed out back in 1994 that the average
journalist’'s salary was “clearly lower than the average salaries earned by professionals
in well-established professions such as doctors and lawyers” (Garcia & Oliveira, 1994,
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p. 37). Correia (1997) even wrote that the fact that journalists were not self-employed,
but employees, made them more vulnerable as professionals, for example, in the case of
precarious or poorly paid labour contracts, which interfered in both their personal and
professional lives, and also in their freedom to follow the deontology and principles of
professional ethics that should govern them. Therefore, they had less power to resist
corporate or managerial pressures.

Precarious labour situations and low salaries are still common among Portuguese
journalists today. Miranda (2021) maps out how demands for better working conditions
are a common theme in the conclusions reached at all four Portuguese Journalists’
Congresses. The author also points out that through the different congresses there is the
same concern with “demands ( ... ) on the class itself”, such as a lesser concern “with
quantity and speed, and more with the quality and weight of the information” (Miranda,
2021, pp. 26—27). Miranda (2021) even mentions a framework of demands that includes,
over the decades, “concerns about the quality of information and its regulation, or judge-
ments about best practices and ways of carrying out their activity” (p. 29).

In her book, Felisbela Lopes (2015) interviewed a hundred Portuguese journalists
about what they considered to be the greatest factor conditioning press freedom. The au-
thor found that one of the factors most mentioned had to do with economic and labour
concerns, involving the same reasons that Correia had mentioned in 1997 — the impact
that precariousness and low salaries have on journalistic production and practice:

one of the greatest constraints on press freedom in Portugal lies in the
self-censorship that precarious, freelance or fearful journalists are forced to
resort to (sometimes automatically or unconsciously) in order to stay in the
labour market. - Andreia Azevedo Soares, Publico. (Lopes, 2015, p. 9)

In 2017, two-thirds of Portuguese journalists stated they had already considered
leaving journalism, with the most frequent reasons being low income (21%), deteriorat-
ing working conditions (20.4%) and precarious contracts (14.3%), which once again em-
phasises how worrying the labour situation of Portuguese journalists remains (Crespo,
Azevedo, Sousa, et al., 2017).

2.4. THE BUSINESS VIEW OF THE JOURNALISM CRISIS IN PORTUGAL

For more than three decades, newspaper advertising revenues have been falling in
most developed countries, if calculated according to the percentage of gross domestic
product (Cagé, 2016). Partly due to a reduction in available funds, and also due to the
media companies’ goal of producing higher revenues in relation to costs (in the case of
the press quoted on the stock exchange, for example, which is obliged to produce profits
for its shareholders). Newspapers are shrinking in number and, in those that remain,
the number of journalists is decreasing. Between 1997 and 2007, the number of people
working in the press in the countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development fell by between 10% and 30% (Peters, 2010).
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In Portugal, in 2004, there were 2,089 periodicals, but by 2020 this figure had
already reduced to 886 (Pordata, n.d.). There has also been a reduction in the number
of professionals in recent years. Indeed, the country lost 1,218 journalists in seven years
(between 2007 and 2014), according to the Professional Journalist License Commission
(Morais, 2015).

What is more, the employment status of those who remain in the profession is not
a favourable one. According to the report Jornalistas e Condi¢bes Laborais: Retrato de uma
Profissdo em Transformagdo (Journalists and Labour Conditions: Portrait of a Profession
in Transformation; Crespo, Azevedo, Sousa, et al., 2017), more than half of the journal-
ists surveyed had not progressed in their careers for more than seven years. Almost 70%
of journalists were dissatisfied with “developments in working conditions in the sector
in recent years” (Crespo, Azevedo, Sousa, et al., 2017, p. 21). Of the 60% of journalists
who said they worked more than 40 hours a week, 13% indicated a working week of 51 to
60 hours and 9% worked more than 60 hours a week. Moreover, although in most cases
contracts provide for between 35 and 40 hours of work per week, 63% of journalists said
that overtime was not compensated, either in money or in time off.

The situation has only worsened since 2020, due to the pandemic situation the
world was plunged into. In Portugal, during the first 14 months of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, more than a hundred journalists were fired, according to data from the Portuguese
Journalists’ Union (Lusa, 2021).

In its 2020 report, Relatdrio de Regulagdo 2020: Andlise Econémico-Financeira do
Setor de Media em Portugal (Regulatory Report 2020: Economic and Financial Analysis
of the Media Sector in Portugal; Esteves, 2020), the Portuguese Regulatory Authority for
the Media analysed the contraction of the advertising market caused by the COVID-19
pandemic. “The advertising market contracted by 4.2% overall” (Esteves, 2020, p. 8),
stated the report, which pointed out, however, that in Portugal television news contin-
ued to be the main source of revenue for media companies. For example, in the cases
of Impresa and Media Capital, advertising accounted for around 65% of revenues (in
contrast, for example, to RTP, with a percentage closer to 10%). The public sector ended
up being better protected from the drop in advertising revenue, as was the case with
Agéncia Lusa and RTP. In April 2020, the government chose to support the press by pur-
chasing € 15,000,000 of institutional advertising in advance.

A study by the Professional Journalist License Commission and the Journalists’
Union in partnership with academic institutions, titled Estudo Sobre os Efeitos do Estado
de Emergéncia no Jornalismo no Contexto da Pandemia COVID-19 (Study on the Effects
of the State of Emergency on Journalism in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic;
Camponez et al., 2020), concluded that the pandemic had increased trends related to
the precarity of journalists’ work. Almost half of the 799 respondents who worked in jour-
nalism had a monthly income of less than € 9oo, and “only around half had permanent
employment contracts” (Camponez et al., 2020, p. 15). For example, looking at freelance
journalists, many of those surveyed were either in this situation because of difficulties in
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obtaining a work contract (35%) or were only formally self-employed (20%), as they had
“conditions characteristic of a dependent worker” (p. 16).

In Portugal, the future financial scenarios for the media were summarised into four
hypotheses by Cardoso et al. (2015). The first would be the development of journalism
in reconverting to the digital medium, which would generate new value propositions
capable of sustaining it. The second would be “short-term management”, the “usual”
solution of restructuring companies and their human resources with redundancies and
changes to the cost structure. The third would be where part of the value of journalism
would be paid for by paywalls and by costs sustained by content aggregators such as
Google. Finally, there would be a solution that separated journalism “as an economic
reality” from journalism “as a social function”, so that journalism no longer depended
on its economic viability and profit, but would rather be maintained by “non-economic
forms of financing” such as donations, crowdfunding, sponsorships and state subsidies.

3. METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This research proposes to explore the issues of journalism quality from the per-
spective of those who produce it, thus seeking to answer the two research questions
mentioned above: (a) how do television and radio journalists define quality journalism;
and (b) how do television and radio journalists assess the quality of journalism produced
in Portugal? On the one hand, this research seeks to discover what criteria journalists
use to define “a good piece” for television or radio, including the particular character-
istics that these media require, and to know what conditions are necessary to produce
such a “good piece”. Furthermore, it seeks to learn how these journalists see journalistic
production in Portugal in relation to the criteria they themselves establish, including
their own work and the conditions under which they actually practise their profession.
A path is thus traced between the normative perspectives of what journalism should be
and the descriptive perspectives of what journalism actually is.

As a first approach to the issues of journalism quality among information produc-
ers in Portugal, it was opted to carry out semi-structured interviews, a qualitative meth-
odology, despite the fact that international articles on this subject often use surveys as
their main method, such as Gladney (1996) or Gémez Mompart et al. (2015). Instead,
like Jenkins and Nielsen (2020), the semi-structured interview was chosen. This does not
rule out the possibility of later on using the knowledge gathered in this process to carry
out a broader survey.

The interview script used, with slight variations, as is natural in the case of semi-
structured interviews, consisted of six questions, divided into two blocks. The first ex-
plored the characteristics that the journalist attributes to quality journalism, their defini-
tion of “good journalism” and the ideal conditions needed to produce this. The second
was focused on assessing the quality of television or radio journalism in Portugal, de-
pending on the interviewee’s area of work, and assessing their own working conditions
in relation to the ideals they described.

I0
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“Interviews are essential when you need/want to map the practices, beliefs, val-
ues and classification systems of specific, rather well-defined social universes, where
conflicts and contradictions are not clearly explained”, explains Duarte (2004, p. 215). The
semi-structured interview allows the interviewee to articulate specific concerns and needs
and the interviewer to better explore topics about which they may still have insufficient
knowledge (Williamson, 2018).

Atotal of 11 interviews were carried out between 21 March and 6 April 2023. Five of the
journalists interviewed worked for television channels: SIC (1), RTP (2) and CNN Portugal
(2); and six worked for radio news programmes: Antena 1 (3), TSF (2) and Renascenca (1).
The journalists interviewed had been working for between three and 22 years. Most of the
interviews were conducted via Zoom, three of them by telephone and one in person. The
interviews lasted between 12 and 53 minutes, with the total number of interviews recorded
totalling 3 hours and 48 minutes. One of the interviews was not recorded due to a technical
error, and its analysis relies on the notes taken during the conversation, so there will be no
direct quotes from it.

The journalists’ answers were anonymised so as not to identify the name of the inter-
viewee nor the media outlet where they work. The interviewees were informed of this an-
onymisation at the beginning of the interview process. This decision was made especially
because of the questions in the second block of the interview, one of which is: “do you think
you have the conditions to practise journalism with the quality you would like to achieve?”.
Due to the limited size of newsrooms in Portugal, it is felt that the identity of the journalists
interviewed would be decipherable if their means of communication were associated with
their years of career or their answers, and therefore, in order not to restrict the criticisms
they might wish to make, this information will not be associated with each other.

The interviewees were initially chosen for convenience — four of the journalists were
personal contacts — and, later, through snowballing or chain referencing, in which the
initial interviewees referred to colleagues in the same and other media organisations. In an
attempt to include journalists from all the national news media in the fields of television
and radio, an attempt was made to contact journalists from CMTV and Rédio Observador.
However, within the timeframe set for this article, no response was received from these
journalists such that interviews could be carried out, better to complement this work.

By the ninth, 10th and 11th interviews, the answers began to provide no new informa-
tion in relation to those previously recorded, thereby reaching a point of theoretical satura-
tion (Thiry-Cherques, 2009), so it was decided to cease data collection and start analysing it.

The interview responses were organised in a table for qualitative analysis, consider-
ing individual perspectives, in the words of each interviewee, and collective views. This
approach revealed convergences, divergences, and patterns in various viewpoints.

4. RESULTS AND DiscussioN oF FINDINGS

The 11 journalists interviewed for this research work showed varying assessments of
the quality of journalism practised in Portugal, but common opinions on what a “quality”

II
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piece of journalism is. Asked about “the essential characteristics of quality journalism”,
the interviewees were divided between deontological or public service aspects and for-
mal characteristics. Six of the journalists mentioned accuracy and impartiality, and two
of those specifically mentioned respect for the profession’s deontological rules, showing
a connection to the journalistic ethos that goes back to the times when their colleagues
worked under the dictatorship (Correia & Baptista, 2007). Four journalists spoke of the
importance of diversifying sources. In contrast, five of the interviewees spoke of more
formal characteristics of journalistic work, such as the “quality of the writing”, with the
ability to “grab” the listener or viewer, clear and explanatory language and an original and
interesting approach. These formal characteristics also appear in the literature as priori-
ties for journalists, as was the case in Gladney’s (1996) work.

As regards the specific characteristics of quality television and radio journalism,
almost all interviewees mentioned the quality of the image and sound, as would be ex-
pected, but other points were also raised. One of the radio journalists who was inter-
viewed mentioned how, due to the limited length of news programmes, radio has to be
able to “go to the heart of the matter” more than television, making it more difficult for
this medium to fall into the dynamics of infotainment (Journalist 2). One of the radio
journalists (Journalist 6) refers to the importance of using sound to verify the facts that
are presented, including testimonies and other sounds in addition to the journalist’s nar-
ration. A television journalist (Journalist 11) pointed out that it is essential to “scrutinise
videos and other amateur content” shown on television, and gave the example of the
earthquake in Turkey in February 2023, following which images were broadcast on televi-
sion that were circulating on social media, some of them not associated with the event
in question and with wrong dates or locations (Almeida, 2023).

With regard to the conditions necessary for a journalist to be able to practise good
journalism, two themes were generally mentioned, namely time to work and good work-
ing conditions, especially remuneration. Seven out of 11 interviewees spoke about the
importance of time: “time is the first condition” (Journalist 1); “first and foremost, time,
the scarcest resource in journalism” (Journalist 8); “the team should be large enough so
that there are no time pressures” (Journalist 4); “above all, time: we have to do every-
thing for yesterday and deadlines make it difficult to get to know all sides of the news”
(Journalist 11). As Picard (2000) points out, when wishing to use the time spent on tasks
to measure the quality of journalism, journalists justify the need for time for various rea-
sons: listening to different sources, undertaking investigations and reports, and review-
ing and verifying facts. Two cases (Journalist 4 and Journalist 8) identified the reason for
the lack of time, which was the scarcity of human resources, which makes it difficult to
free up a journalist to work on a story instead of contributing to current affairs on a daily
basis. In another case, the pressure from the competition and the need not to fall behind
other channels or radio stations were emphasised. The pressures of time and competi-
tion (which are, after all, interlinked in the need to be there first and get “the scoop”) may
have already been present in the 1990s, as Correia (1997) wrote, but they have worsened
with digitalisation and are highlighted in more contemporary literature on the quality
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of journalism, such as among those interviewed by Jenkins and Nielsen (2020). In six
cases, journalists spoke of the obstacle to journalistic quality, that is, the precariousness
of the profession. Professional stability, as two of the interviewees said, is important not
only because of the good working conditions it provides for journalists, but also because it
is reflected in the work they do. On the one hand, a journalist with a precarious labour situ-
ation is “less free”, that is, more susceptible to pressure on their work and may fear “re-
prisals”. Furthermore, only in good conditions can journalists “have other experiences and
interact with the world” outside the newsroom (Journalist 4), where they will find stories
and topics that they would not otherwise come into contact with. One of the journalists
spoke about the importance of good pay “in order to be motivated and attract good profes-
sionals” (Journalist 9). “Journalism is increasingly a precarious profession and this affects
the quality of the journalism that a person does” (Journalist 7). These testimonies are not
surprising, partly because they are represented, albeit through the prism of press freedom
rather than quality, in Lopes (2015), and partly because they are, in fact, concerns that run
through the history of journalism in Portugal, as was seen above in Correia (1997). In this
case, however, the association between the quality of journalistic work and job insecurity is
directly made by the interviewees.

Six of the interviewees also mentioned the help of editors and managers, who sup-
port the journalist’s independent work and help develop ideas and stories, as being an
essential condition. The ideal managers are described by journalists as those who give
journalists the freedom (and also the oft-mentioned time) to work and who have “the vi-
sion to coordinate” (Journalist 1).

Other conditions mentioned by journalists include the journalist’s own preparation
for the work they are going to do, their ability and opportunity to specialise in certain top-
ics, good teamwork with technicians and editors, technological resources such as quality
recorders and cameras and financial resources for travel, and freedom and security in re-
gards to the political pressures and interests or from other sources.

When asked about the quality of television journalism in Portugal, the five television
journalists interviewed had very different views. One journalist stated that, compared to
“other countries” such as Spain and lItaly, Portugal has good quality television journalism
because in Portugal news programmes are the most watched television products, which
“forces us to be more careful because there are a lot of people following them” (Journalist
10). This journalist spoke of a generalised concern to show well-filmed images and to have
recorded testimonies in the pieces, something he does not see in the foreign news pro-
grammes he knows.

The rest of the television journalists, to varying degrees, are dissatisfied with the
quality of television journalism. One of them rates it “6.5 out of 10", noting only that
“sometimes innovation is lacking a bit” (Journalist 9), regarding news programmes, with
channels repeating the same topics. He was not the only one: another interviewee also said
that “there are some very good products, but there is room to innovate more” (Journalist
11), given that work is done on the basis of audiences, especially private channels. Another
journalist made a stronger criticism: “we have a lot of bad television journalism” (Journalist
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7), pointing to CMTV as the main culprit, including for the spread of bad journalism to
other channels, stating: “CMTV has lowered the standards”. CMTV is, after all, the rat-
ings leader in Portugal (“CMTV Lider na Informagao com Melhor Resultado de Sempre
em 2022”, 2023). “There is journalism that is very well done, but there are also poor ap-
proaches which shame journalism”, Journalist 7 added. Another journalist (Journalist 4),
from another channel, made the same criticism: “people strive very much for quality and
do the best they can”, she began, before criticising sensationalism: “everyone tries to see
what CMTV is doing and then chases after that”.

What about radio? Here too, the criticisms on the lack of innovation persist: “we lack
diversity, we all do the same thing” (Journalist s5), identifying the same problem as two
of the television journalists. Another journalist mentioned the lack of innovation in the
field of storytelling, for example in audio reporting (Journalist 6). Two of the interviewees,
however, stated that the quality is “except on rare occasions, very poor” (Journalist 1),
partly due to the time constraints on the journalist’s work. “There isn’t as much time and
resources available to do what could be really good”, affirmed Journalist 8, although going
on to say that in the newsroom where she works “accuracy isn’t lacking”. Even the journal-
ist (Journalist 3) who stated that “yes, without a doubt”, radio journalism in Portugal is of
good quality, then added the reservation that newsrooms that have been depleted by re-
dundancies and have fewer journalists than before have had the quality of their journalism
affected. They mention that, nonetheless, people are hard-working and want to maintain
quality despite the lack of staff.

The findings, aligning with a prior survey by Gé6mez Mompart et al. (2015), displayed
a more positive outlook. For instance, only half of Gémez Mompart et al.’s surveyed jour-
nalists believed their media outlets provided sufficient relevant information. This vari-
ance might be attributed to the nuanced expression of opinions enabled by interviews,
potentially leading to less critical perspectives than the survey results. Television journal-
ists were also asked which television channel was their favourite. Three mentioned SIC,
although only one interviewee belonged to SIC, one mentioned RTP and another said
“none”. The radio journalists were evenly split between their favourite radio station being
Antena 1 or TSF.

Finally, the last question in the script asked the interviewees: “do you think you
have the conditions necessary to practise journalism with the quality you would like to
achieve?”. The answers can be divided into those who said “yes” and those who said “no”.

Faced with this question, six of the interviewees initially stated they had the neces-
sary conditions to practise good journalism. When highlighting the positive points, two
journalists (Journalist 7 and Journalist 2) mentioned that there is “no pressure or con-
straint” on their work. Only one emphasised his personal characteristics, such as good
academic training (Journalist 3), training which, as was noted above, has become much
more specialised for most members of the profession in this century. “I think | have the
conditions needed, the freedom to do the pieces the way | want” (Journalist 11), stated one
of the television journalists.

However, even among those who initially asserted that they had the essential con-
ditions for their work, all but one had some reservations after the initial affirmation.
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“Frustrating” wage stagnation (Journalist 2), limited budgets for reporting and small
teams were highlighted. Therefore, although six of the interviewees initially stated they
had the conditions necessary to practise the “good journalism” they would like, five of
them pointed out that these conditions could be better — mainly due to the economic
constraints within media companies, which limit the size of teams and investment in
work, or due to their own working situation.

Five journalists answered “no” to the last question in this script, stating that they
did not feel they have the necessary conditions to practise good quality journalism. Three
of the interviewees once again mentioned unfavourable pay and working conditions.
“There is a general limitation that affects your way of being, which is the salary situation,”
said one of the interviewees (Journalist 10). Another journalist (Journalist 4) stated that
pay conditions in her newsroom had not been updated for four years. One journalist
(Journalist 3) even spoke of an “incentive to leave” in his media outlet, leading many
journalists to leave in the last eight years, which has discouraged and hindered the de-
velopment of work.

Three journalists also spoke about the lack of human resources. One of the inter-
viewees, a radio journalist (Journalist 6), mentioned the lack of journalists with whom
to discuss ideas and brainstorm stories, as well as producers and technicians. Another
interviewee (Journalist 8) stated that because there is “a lack of people in the newsroom
to free up journalists for reporting”, she did not have as much time to work on topics as
she would like. A third went as far to say: “l wish my media outlet had more resources so
| didn’t have to do 17 different jobs” (Journalist 4).

As a result, of the 11 journalists interviewed, only one (Journalist 7) unreservedly
claimed to have the conditions she would like in order to carry out quality journalism.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The results of these interviews provide a contribution to the study of the quality
of journalism in Portugal, by focusing on journalists’ perspectives concerning the es-
sential characteristics of quality journalism, their assessment of the state of journalism
in Portugal and the existing conditions for its practice. The perspectives represented are
in line with the international studies presented in the literature review, from the Spanish
journalists who responded to the survey by Gé6mez Mompart et al. (2015), who blame the
lack of quality in journalism mostly on the lack of investment by news companies, which
creates poor conditions for production, to what is generally reported from that survey to
the interviews by Jenkins and Nielsen (2020) on the difficulty of producing quality con-
tent with the speed that is required and in the time that is provided to do so.

This indicates that there are cross-cutting international challenges regarding the
quality of journalism, including the lack of investment or funding for newsrooms, the re-
sulting reduction in human resources, and the lack of time to devote to journalistic work,
which is partly the result of this loss of labour, and partly driven by competitive dynamics
and the speed of the digital medium.
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However, it is also important to emphasise that these problems are not just present-
day ones. Let us consider the following reflection by Crespo, Azevedo, and Cardoso (2017)
as an example:

while in 2017 the conditions under which the profession is exercised are
much questioned, it is important to realise how similar the issues raised by
Paquete de Oliveira in 1994 are to this: “The conditions under which the pro-
fession is exercised are interdependent with those that mark the economic,
political and social situation of press companies in particular and the press
in general within the context of the country” (Oliveira, 1994, p. 82). (p. 51)

Although the interviewees are not unanimous in their assessment of the quality of
television and radio journalism in Portugal (even the most positive ones had criticisms
to make), most of the journalists interviewed considered that their working conditions for
producing good journalism fall short of what is desired. The results suggest that journal-
ists are able and willing to make negative assessments of their own work and to justify
these assessments by stating the factors that cause the results to fall short of what is
desired, which is promising for future research into the quality of journalism that seeks
to focus on the perceptions of those who produce it. In this sense, this is a promising
indication and one that does not follow the same line, for example, as that recorded in
disinformation studies, where journalists state that the media in general are responsible
for spreading disinformation (more than 60% consider that they have at least a moderate
role in this process), but reject that the media outlet where they work has to be held ac-
countable for this (Miranda et al., 2023).

A drawback of this study is that it was not possible to interview journalists from
CMTV or Radio Observador, media outlets that were mentioned several times by the inter-
viewees as references (a negative reference in the case of CMTV), something that should
be remedied in a future study.

The results of this study could inform future work on the subject of journalists’ per-
ceptions of the quality of journalism, for example through the survey method, in order to
establish links between the concerns expressed and journalists’ profiles, the media outlet
they work for and their years of experience. It is also considered that it would be important
to study the categorisations and classifications of journalism quality from the perspective
of the audience in Portugal.

Translation: Linguaemundi Language Services, Lda.
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ABSTRACT

The principle of transparency is widely accepted as a political response to concerns about
the lack of pluralism and trust in journalism. With a multidimensional character, transparency in
ownership is one of the most common legal requirements. The focus on media “owners” is not
new, given the impact that ownership can have on the content produced. Ownership is therefore
considered essential when assessing quality in journalism. In Portugal, media ownership is sub-
ject to transparency rules, requiring disclosing information about the corporate structure and
financial data overseen by the Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media. There is no investi-
gation into how Portuguese media companies comply with these regulations. However, analysing
it could help us understand the challenges facing independent and pluralistic journalism. Thus,
this study examines how the principle of media transparency is perceived in the Portuguese mar-
ket, analysing non-compliance and objections to disclosing the required information. Based on
the regulatory decisions, this analysis highlights the central role of scale in adapting to the new
legal framework: non-compliance with declarations or requests for secrecy emanates mainly from
smaller companies, especially those owning local media or specialised magazines. Financial in-
formation is also the most critical. This data points to economic weaknesses, which may raise
concerns about the media’s independence from external agents. On the other hand, the principle
of visibility and transparency has not significantly impacted discussions on ownership concentra-
tion or media pluralism, indicating its insufficiency as the primary policy on media ownership.

KeYworbDs
ownership, regulation, capture, economic and financial sustainability, quality of journalism

A TRANSPARENCIA COMO DIMENSAO DA
QUALIDADE: A PROPRIEDADE DOS MEDIA
E 0S DESAFIOS DA (IN)VISIBILIDADE

ReEsumo

O principio da transparéncia tem sido considerado como uma resposta politica consen-
sual as preocupagdes com a falta de pluralismo e de confianga no jornalismo. De carater multi-
dimensional, a transparéncia relativa & propriedade é uma das exigéncias legais mais correntes.
O foco nos “donos” dos média ndo é recente, dado o impacto que a propriedade pode ter nos
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contetidos produzidos. A propriedade ¢é, por isso, considerada essencial quando se avalia a qua-
lidade no jornalismo. Em Portugal, a propriedade dos média é sujeita a regras de transparéncia,
que implicam a divulgac3o de informac3o sobre a estrutura empresarial e dados financeiros, ca-
bendo a Entidade Reguladora para a Comunicagdo Social monitorar o seu cumprimento. O modo
como as empresas de média em Portugal tém respondido as novas exigéncias legais ndo tem
sido investigado, apesar de essa andlise poder contribuir para se compreender os desafios que se
levantam ao exercicio de um jornalismo independente e plural. O objetivo deste estudo é assim
perceber de que modo o principio da transparéncia dos média tem sido recebido pelo mercado
em Portugal, averiguando os incumprimentos e as objeces levantadas a divulgac3o da infor-
macdo requerida. Esta andlise, realizada a partir das deliberacdes da Entidade Reguladora para a
Comunicagdo Social, evidencia o papel central da escala na adequagdo ao novo enquadramento
legal: os incumprimentos declarativos ou pedidos de sigilo partem sobretudo das empresas de
menor dimens3o, detentoras de média locais ou de revistas especializadas. Ainda, a informagao
de caréter financeiro é a mais critica. Estes dados apontam para fragilidades a nivel financeiro, o
que pode levantar duvidas relativamente a independéncia dos média face a agentes externos. Por
outro lado, o principio da visibilidade da transparéncia ndo contribuiu para a discussio sobre o
cendrio medidtico em matéria de concentragio da propriedade ou de pluralismo, o que demons-
tra a insuficiéncia deste principio como principal politica relativa a propriedade dos média.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
propriedade, regulagdo, captura, sustentabilidade econémico-financeira, qualidade do jornalismo

1. INTRODUCTION

Transparency in media regulation has become unavoidable. Increasingly presented
as an essential requirement for the free and democratic operation of societies, promot-
ing transparency is widely accepted as a unanimous approach to addressing concerns
about the lack of media pluralism and fostering trust in journalism. As a principle consol-
idated in ownership regulation through multiple instruments, it goes beyond this single
material dimension: it is also a way of combating the erosion of public trust in journalism
and news media (Karlsson, 2020).

Transparency, often linked with journalism quality (Lacy & Rosenstiel, 2015), serves
as a tool for accountability and enhancing credibility with the public. This is achieved by
providing visibility into journalistic production methods (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001) and
disclosing the relationships that impact its functioning, crucial given that the media is a
cornerstone of the public sphere (Allen, 2008). A well-informed citizenry relies on access
to credible and verified information people can trust for decision-making (Stromback,
2005). Craft and Heim (2009) emphasise that the public needs “a certain kind and qual-
ity of information to aid in self-governance and community sustenance and journalism’s
unique qualifications for providing that information” (p. 217). There is substantial evi-
dence supporting the vital role of news media in empowering citizens (Aalberg & Curran,
2012) and their instrumental role in enhancing accountability across various sectors of
power (Lindgren et al., 2019; Schudson, 2008).
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However, the media could also be subject to instrumentalisation. By often echo-
ing the status quo, they tend to uphold established and powerful players, thereby serving
as a tool for legitimising prevailing power structures and social hierarchy (Hall et al.,
2017). In addition to the media’s propensity to reproduce the elites’ version, we must
also consider the hypothesis of their “capture” by other established powers, such as the
government and political agents or property owners (Cage et al., 2017; Dragomir, 2019).
Therefore, the exercise and production of high-quality journalism must regularly undergo
consistent accountability mechanisms and scrutiny to ensure its effective contribution
to democracy, as this function is not a self-fulfilling prophecy (Trappel & Tomaz, 2021).

Ownership and transparency are essential in this context. This perspective has been
acknowledged by institutions such as the European Union and the Council of Europe,
expressed in various published documents (including deliberations, directives and rec-
ommendations). Although it is not the only condition, it stands as an essential require-
ment if the media are not to be diverted from their fundamental mission. Given their
associations with political and economic influence in news production and funding, the
media can be held hostage by political and economic interests. Hence, the principle of
advocating for transparency is based on the premise that public access to information
about media ownership and journalism funding is fundamentally essential.

In Portugal, Law 78/2015 (Lei n.° 78/2015, 2015) mandates transparency in me-
dia ownership, management, and financing, overseen by the Portuguese Regulatory
Authority for the Media (ERC). However, the comprehensive implications of the law’s
implementation have yet to be systematically scrutinised. What changes and responses
has the enactment of this law prompted, both among regulated entities (market play-
ers) and the regulatory body? While transparency has not been questioned from a politi-
cal point of view, it is to be expected that compliance may be contested from the point
of view of economic agents. Full disclosure of information can jeopardise companies’
competitive advantage (De Laat, 2018) or conflict with the interests of owners and share-
holders (Henriques, 2013). Therefore, on the one hand, it is essential to explore how the
principle of media transparency has been received by market players in Portugal, analys-
ing instances of non-compliance and objections raised by owners regarding the required
information disclosure. Equally important is examining the regulatory body’s adherence
to the new law’s provisions. Drawing from the cases assessed by ERC since the law’s
inception until February 2023, this analysis can shed light on the challenges this dimen-
sion poses to the practice of journalism in conditions of independence and autonomy,
integral to ensuring its quality.

2. TRANSPARENCY IN THE MEDIA

Before becoming prevalent in the world of media, the idea of transparency was
already consolidated in various sectors, from finance to monetary policies, and had
particular significance in anti-corruption strategies as a means to enhance oversight of
governmental processes and public money (Craft & Heim, 2009). Although there is no
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unanimity in its conceptualisation, various definitions have pointed to notions of vis-
ibility, openness and accountability, emphasising the social benefits of such exposure
(Karlsson, 2010; Singer, 2006). For example, Holtz and Havens (2009) define transpar-
ency as “the degree to which an organisation shares information its stakeholders need
to make informed decisions” (p. 2).

Within the media field, journalism’s social function is closely tied to the concept of
transparency, appreciated for its contribution to establishing and upholding credibility
(Craft & Heim, 2009). A more transparent form of journalism — one that explains how
the agenda is constructed and the relationship with information sources and openly
discloses its financing — is an institution that establishes a relationship of trust with
the public. Consequently, transparency is crucial in the ongoing public debate on me-
dia responsibilities (Miranda & Camponez, 2022). Transparency can catalyse a renewed
professional approach, nurturing a stronger relationship between journalists and their
audiences. Transparency in journalistic production can aid in rebuilding any potentially
strained relationship with news consumers (Bock & Lazard, 2021; Heim & Craft, 2020).
Furthermore, making ownership visible can enhance the autonomy and credibility of
journalism (Cappello, 2021).

Transparency is thus a complex and multidimensional concept, which can impact
media production conditions such as ownership (Craufurd Smith et al., 2021), journalis-
tic media production (Miranda & Camponez, 2022) and media distribution through al-
gorithmic platforms (Diakopoulos & Koliska, 2017). It is also a principle and a challenge,
given the numerous obstacles to its actualisation: intricate ownership mechanisms ag-
gravated by the global movement of financial flows, the inefficiencies and resistance
within journalistic institutions or the algorithmic platformisation of society and cultural
production (Poell et al., 2022).

Within this broad context of media transparency, ownership regulation holds sig-
nificant importance. Policies to foster transparency, such as mandating the disclosure
of beneficial owners nominally, are based on the assumption that owners can influence
the content, professional autonomy and free flow of information (Sjevaag & Ohlsson,
2019). Such regulations can also address concerns about concentration, commercialisa-
tion (profit orientation) and patronage. These phenomena can influence the quality of
the journalism produced, thus justifying policies that regulate ownership, particularly
regarding transparency. The underlying principle is that “transparency does not restrict
ownership, but makes it visible so that the public can make informed choices about how
to respond to the content provided” (Picard & Pickard, 2017, p. 29).

There is a growing emphasis on ownership transparency at the European level,
which has dictated the emergence of policies at this level. The Council of Europe (2018)
has recommended the development of laws that mandate transparency in media owner-
ship for the benefit of pluralism. According to the recommendation, such measures could
shed light on cross-ownership, direct and indirect ownership, effective control, and influ-
ence. Simultaneously, they aim to ensure an effective and manifest separation between
the exercise of authority or political influence over content. Besides soft policy actions
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(non-binding regulatory strategies based on recommendations, guidelines, resource shar-
ing, etc.), such as commissioning studies on transparency in the European media, the
European Commission has also made progress in the legislative field. The revision of the
Audiovisual Services directive in 2018 explicitly addresses the principle of ownership trans-
parency. Recently, the European Commission has proposed the European Media Freedom
Act, seeking to enforce mandatory disclosure of ownership data and introduce new re-
quirements for allocating State advertising. These new provisions still await approval by
the European Parliament and the member States. Moreover, they might undergo profound
changes, particularly in light of the recent ruling by the European Court of Justice of the
European Union on the disclosure of effective beneficiaries.

On November 22, 2022, a Court ruling invalidated a provision of the sth Directive
on the prevention and penalisation of money laundering in the European Union, that
guaranteed public access to information on company owners. The case was referred by
a Luxembourg court due to a challenge by that country’s commercial registry, contending
that the provision jeopardised the right to privacy. Following this decision, many public
databases on owner registration were temporarily suspended. The decision was poorly re-
ceived by several anti-corruption activists and others, even though the court acknowledged
civil society’s and the media’s legitimate interest in accessing this information, particularly
in the fight against money laundering. A proposal to amend the directive is now deemed
necessary to reconcile the conflicting rights and to make such access operational.

When considering the anti-money laundering directive within the framework of media
systems, it highlights a prevailing market reality: the emergence of players such as financial
funds and private equity firms with no transparency obligations towards their sharehold-
ers or business people linked to autocratic regimes (Dragomir, 2019; Noam, 2018). In
Portugal, for example, capital from countries that do not guarantee democratic principles
in media companies has already raised concerns (Figueiras & Ribeiro, 2013; Silva, 2014).

The underlying assumption is that excessive media concentration or potential con-
flicts of interest on the part of owners can only be identified if there is visibility at the
ownership level. Transparency is thus an instrument for guaranteeing diversity, as it high-
lights the different structures behind media services (Cole & Zeitzmann, 2021), clarifying
whether citizens receive a spectrum of content offering diverse opinions and viewpoints.
In instances where control is lacking or minimal, it becomes more challenging to detect bi-
ases or omissions, which can lead to a lack of trust in the media. Research has established
a positive association between transparency and trust (Curry & Stroud, 2021). From a mar-
ket perspective, transparency also offers benefits, contributing to open and fair competi-
tion. This principle can safeguard independence, enhancing the quality of media offerings
(Cole & Zeitzmann, 2021).

Transparency can be observed in two distinct dimensions: one of an administrative
and legal nature and the other of a civic nature (Craufurd Smith et al., 2021). While the civic
dimension makes the media accountable to civil society, investors and the general public,
the administrative dimension involves companies being open to auditing and monitoring
by regulatory bodies and other public agents. Although transparency may not be a pressing
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concern for audiences and the public under typical media operating conditions (Karlsson
& Clerwall, 2019), the second dimension of transparency is expected to yield benefits
since regulatory agents and/or the State are, from the outset, more aware of the issues
surrounding the performance and management of the media.

Thus, transparency policies cannot be used as a pretext to circumvent other public
and regulatory policies in the media sector (Meier & Trappel, 2022). On the contrary,
transparency should be the mechanism that delineates where and how the State should
intervene. These authors caution that transparency alone does not guarantee market
competition or media pluralism. In the same vein, Craufurd Smith et al. (2021) argue
that while transparency is necessary, it is insufficient. This principle “can only ever be
the starting point — and not the goal — in politics defending the normative ideals of news
media in liberal democracies” (Meier & Trappel, 2022, p. 270).

Attaining sufficient levels of transparency can be challenging, primarily due to the
difficulty in measuring adequacy in this domain and because the realisation of what it
means often remains unachieved. While not questioning the normative value of transpar-
ency, its practical implementation in the media industry remains ambiguous. Although
the ethical significance of transparency is sustained in the public agenda, the complex-
ity of its implementation and practice must be acknowledged and examined (Bock &
Lazard, 2021), as well as the limitations in fully accomplishing the ideal of transparency
(Ananny & Crawford, 2018).

It is, therefore, pertinent to investigate how companies operating within the media
sector have responded to the new legal framework. Such an analysis can shed light on
the actual landscape of its implementation, providing insights into the perceptions and
practices of the agents.

3. PROMOTING OWNERSHIP TRANSPARENCY — THE PORTUGUESE CASE

On media transparency policies, Portugal stands ahead of most European coun-
tries, which have no specific requirements (Craufurd Smith et al., 2021). Several revisions
to the media sector laws (including press, radio and television laws) have been intro-
duced to enforce the public disclosure of the nominative composition of capital holders.
According to Rabaga (2002), “the principle of transparency is currently among the most
effective methods for safeguarding pluralism and preventing concentrations” (p. 419),
and this is increasingly becoming the fundamental legal instrument. Meanwhile, since
2015, legislation has specifically addressed transparency obligations at the ownership
level: Law No. 78/2015 (Lei n.° 78/2015, 2015), which mandates transparency in me-
dia ownership, management and financing. According to this legal provision, ERC must
manage a Transparency Portal where citizens can access the list of beneficiaries associ-
ated with companies operating in the sector.

The law encompasses, as per Article 6 of ERC statutes (Lei n.° 53/2005, 2005), news
agencies, editors of periodicals, radio and television operators, including digital media,
and any other entities consistently presenting content subject to editorial treatment and
organised as a coherent unit accessible to the public through electronic communications
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networks. Following the transposition of the Audiovisual Services Directive in 2020, re-
porting obligations have also extended to on-demand audiovisual service providers.
Companies are required to report the shareholders and the chain of ownership of “quali-
fying holdings” (equal to or greater than 5%), as well as any increase or decrease in the
percentage of holdings. The reporting requirements also include details about the com-
position of the governing bodies and publishing authorities, financial data, and identifi-
cation of relevant clients and liability holders. Companies can also request confidentiality
for the disclosed data, subject to ERC authorisation.

After the law was enacted (Lei n.° 78/2015, 2015) in 2015, ERC launched a platform
in April 2016 for companies to comply with the submission of the required informa-
tion. Over the subsequent three years, the regulatory body and the regulated collab-
orated to assess and rectify the reporting methods, gradually refining the procedures
while considering guidelines on safeguarding personal data (Entidade Reguladora para
a Comunicagdo Social, 2020). In December 2019, the Transparency Portal was finally
launched, handling the information provided by companies and making it accessible to
the public. A few months earlier, ERC had begun reviewing the confidentiality requests
it had received in the interim. Only then (in October 2019) guidelines were established
to ensure a consistent understanding within the entity. Requests primarily focused on
the sensitivity of the data, as applicants “anticipated potential adverse impacts resulting
from the disclosure of information related to the media’s business strategies, revenue
structures and the economic and financial sustainability” (Entidade Reguladora para a
Comunicagao Social, 2020, p. 264).

Beyond the information available through the Transparency Portal, the regulatory
reports, issued since 2016, include processed and aggregated information from the com-
panies and organisations registered on the portal. For instance, as of June 20, 2022,
1,848 agencies owned by 1,463 entities were registered, of which 60% primarily engaged
in media-related activities (Entidade Reguladora para a Comunicacio Social, 2022).
These reports also categorise data by industry sector, such as food or religion, shedding
light on some ownership structures linked with the respective entities. However, despite
public adherence to these directives, the anticipated added value from the principle of
transparency remains elusive. As noted by Baptista (2022), “public discussion is limited
and fails to contribute to a thorough understanding of the interactions between the me-
dia system and political and economic powers” (p. 147).

This situation demands a comprehensive mapping of the reactions following the
enactment of the law, both from the regulatory body (responsible for ensuring com-
pliance with legal provisions) and the regulated entities (subject to these obligations).
Despite acknowledging critical viewpoints on transparency — not expecting the pursuit
of this principle to be a panacea for all the problems or risks affecting the media — it
remains essential to assess the outcomes of the law’s implementation.

4. METHODOLOGY

This research seeks to understand how the regulated entities (media companies)
have complied with legal guidelines (and, above all, what objections they have raised)
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and how the regulatory body has responded. A document analysis of ERC’s delibera-
tions was conducted to meet the purpose of the research, as these documents encap-
sulate the core of regulatory activity and the outcomes of the entity’s responses to the
behaviour of the regulated entities. A categorical content analysis was performed on
the entire corpus of documents extracted from ERC'’s website in February 2023 using the
keyword “transparency”.

This search produced 99 results. An initial temporal analysis of the deliberations
showed that 16 of these documents related to a period before the law was enacted and
were therefore excluded. This led to 83 deliberations, out of which 14 were also excluded
as they did not relate to the “Transparency Law” of media ownership. From the remaining
69, one concerned a complaint by Impresa about a news item in a media outlet belong-
ing to the Newsplex group, resulting in a parallel process; another concerned the closure
of an administrative offence; and three concerned clarifications of the law itself. That left
64 decisions, primarily falling into two situations: (a) requests for confidentiality in dis-
closing mandatory reporting data by media companies and (b) proceedings opened by
ERC concerning non-compliance with reporting obligations.

Consequently, the research focused on an analysis of these 64 decisions. Their
initial reading unveiled the following constituent elements, which were transformed into
categories for analysis: “date”, “company identification”, and “ERC decision”, further
divided into the subcategories related to “mandatory reporting data” or “requests for
secrecy”. In order to understand the nature of the companies involved, two other catego-
ries were added (“type of media” and “geographical scope”) for which data was collected
through an online search of public information.

After the documents were classified, the analysis involved tallying the number
of non-compliances within each category (refer to Table 1) and subcategory (refer to
Appendix 1 and Table A1), followed by a descriptive statistic analysis. All the regulatory
body’s decisions were considered in this count, including those relating to companies in
the same economic group and those targeting the same company twice. Additionally, all
occurrences were documented, considering that a company might fail to meet more than
one reporting obligation or request confidentiality for more than one type of information.
It should be noted that ERC did not publish an evaluation form for only two companies,
making it impossible to itemise the type of mandatory information missing.

CATEGORISATION OF REPORTING OBLIGATIONS

General identification data

Composition of governing bodies

Identification of share capital structure/shareholdings

Media organisations owned — identification

Financial characterisation

Complete corporate governance report

Table 1. Global categorisation of media reporting obligations

Note. Information from the deliberations of Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media analysed,
Law 78/2015 (Lei n.° 78/2015, 2015) and Regulation 835/2020 (Regulamento 835/2020, 2020)
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In addressing the omission of mandatory reporting data, ERC classifies the degree
of compliance as binary: “present” or “absent”, with two exceptions classified as “to be
determined”. For the scope of this investigation, it was considered that, in these cases,
the duty to provide information had not been fulfilled. As for requests for secrecy, the
regulatory authority only reports a decision to decline or partially grant the request (no
request was fully granted).

5. PRESENTATION OF RESULTS

Thus, the collection yielded 64 decisions involving 59 media companies since three
companies were notified twice, and there were two cases of companies belonging to the
same business group. These companies are only mentioned in the context of the open-
ing of proceedings for non-compliance with reporting obligations. There are no overlaps
between the companies notified of non-compliance with reporting obligations and those
that have requested the secrecy of mandatory reporting information.

As aresult, 48 administrative and/or administrative offence proceedings were opened
against 43 companies or business groups for non-compliance with reporting obligations
and 16 decisions were issued on requests for confidentiality. In the first year of operation,
ERC’s website does not list any deliberations on requests for secrecy; the following year,
however, saw the highest number of deliberations: 66% of the total (Table 2).

OPENING OF REQUESTS FOR
DATE OF DELIBERATION TotAL
PROCEEDINGS SECRECY
2023 (to January) 1 2 3
2022 5 14 19
2021 42 o) 42
Total 48 16 64

Table 2. Date of Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media deliberations

Note. Information from the deliberations of Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media analysed

The characterisation of the involved companies highlights two realities: periodicals
accounted for 52% of the instances related to non-compliance with reporting obligations,
whereas radio stations were notably prominent in requests for secrecy (Table 3). When com-
bining these two categories, the two typologies demonstrate a balanced representation.

OPENING OF REQUESTS FOR

Mep1a TYPE PROCEEDINGS SECRECY Torar
Periodical publication 25 4 29
Radio 19 1 30
Television 4 1 5
Total 48 16 64

Table 3. Breakdown of the companies involved by publication type

Note. Information from the deliberations of Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media analysed
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Most of the media involved are locally oriented, constituting 72% of the total (com-
prising 28 radio stations and 15 newspapers). The remaining 28% operate nationally,
particularly within specialised magazine sectors (22% of the overall figure): real estate,
tourism, motoring, travel, architecture, economics and religion, among others (Table 4).
These specialised magazines are represented by only 12 companies, encompassing 27
periodicals. Regarding audiovisual media, there are three local television news channels
and two cable channels (catering to culture and adult segments). Among national titles,
only Newsplex, owner of the general information newspapers Inevitdvel and Pér do Sol,
was notified due to deficiencies in identifying the share capital structure, media outlets
owned, financial characterisation and corporate governance data.

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION OPENING OF REQUESTS FOR

OF THE INVOLVED MEDIA PROCEEDINGS SECRECY Torar
Local 30 15 45
Local/specialised 1 o 1
Subtotal 31 15 46
National 4 o 4
National/specialised 13 1 14
Subtotal 17 1 18
Total 48 16 64

Table 4. Geographical distribution of the involved media

Note. Information from the deliberations of Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media analysed

5.1. OPENING OF PROCEEDINGS FOR NON-COMPLIANCE WITH REPORTING

OBLIGATIONS

As noted earlier, out of the 64 reviewed decisions, 48 aimed to open proceedings
regarding non-compliance with reporting obligations: 47 administrative offence proceed-
ings (42 of which were suspended for 10 days to allow the regulated entities to provide
the lacking information, resulting in case closure, while five were enforced) and one
administrative offence proceeding was closed due to the defendant’s insolvency. The
number of non-compliances registered, even after the adjustment period granted by the
regulatory authority, indicates certain challenges in the coordination between ERC and
the regulated entities.

The stipulated legislation requires the publication of 51 pieces of information, cat-
egorised into six areas: general data identifying the company and its representative; com-
position of the governing bodies; identification of the structure of the share capital/share-
holdings; identification of the media outlets owned and those accountable for publishing;
financial characterisation of the company (means of financing); and a comprehensive
corporate governance report (see Appendix). Table 5 shows the subcategories marked in
each resolution (a company may be represented in more than one category). Financial

I0
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information stands out as the category with the highest number of non-compliances, sig-
nificantly behind identifying the composition of companies’ share capital structure.

NUMBER OF
TYPE OF NON-COMPLIANCE

COMPANIES
General identification data 7
Composition of governing bodies 31
Identification of share capital structure/shareholdings 41
Media organisations owned — identification 12
Financial characterisation (means of financing) 18
Complete corporate governance report 43
Total 252

Table 5. Classification of non-compliance with declarations

Note. Information from the deliberations of Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media analysed

In the published resolutions, ERC has detailed all categories except the “corporate
governance report”, which may be under-represented. In the “financial characterisation”
category, the regulatory authority specifies only three subcategories (“financial flows”,
“relevant clients”, and “holders of relevant liabilities”) out of a total of 12 mandated by the
legislation. This study recorded all the occurrences, acknowledging that a company may
fail to comply with multiple reporting obligations.

Finally, ERC breaks down the categories “financial characterisation” (and its subcat-
egories) and “corporate governance report” by year. Commencing from 2017, set as the
initial year for annual reporting by the regulatory authority, there is a gradual increase in
non-compliance count, peaking in 2019. As for 2020 and 2021, the numbers are negligible.

One open case was closed due to the defendant’s insolvency. No available informa-
tion in the database indicates whether the remaining regulated organisations rectified
their non-disclosure within the 10-day deadline or if ERC could pursue the administrative
offence further. The data shows that information on financial flows, relevant customers
and relevant liability holders is regarded as particularly sensitive (Table 6).

TYPE OF RELEVANT NON-

COMPLIANCE PER YEAR 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 ToTAL
i. Financial flows 27 33 41 1 2 104
ii. Relevant clients 23 29 37 o 1 90
iii. Holders of relevant liabilities 22 28 36 o 1 87
iv. Profit-and-loss statement and balance sheet o o o 1 1 2
Corporate governance report 30 35 42 3 3 113
Total 102 125 156 5 8 396

Table 6. Type of non-compliance relating to financial characterisation per year

Note. Information from the deliberations of Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media analysed

II
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Comparing the media type and geographic distribution with the omitted informa-
tion reveals that local media are the most frequent non-compliers. The same pattern is
evident among periodicals (Table 7).

GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION MEDIA TYPE

Type of non-compliance National sﬁzziiznsa(la/d Local splc;:icaalliZed pF;etIIii(::it?zln Radio Television
Identification data o 3 4 o 6 1 o
Ez;r;g:sition of governing N 3 6 o 19 10 )
Share capital structure 4 15 22 o 31 10 o
Media organisations owned 1 7 4 o 1 1 o
Financial characterisation 6 34 72 3 63 46

Corporate governance report 3 13 26 1 24 15 4
Total 16 85 144 4 154 83 15

Table 7. Non-compliance by type of media and geographical distribution

Note. Information from the deliberations of Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media analysed

5.2. REQUEST FOR CONFIDENTIALITY OF INFORMATION

Still on transparency, 16 companies requested the confidentiality of 46 mandatory
items in the period under review. Notably, as shown in Table 7, relevant clients (11), hold-
ers of relevant liabilities (10), and overall financial flows (seven) were the most frequently
requested information subcategories. It is worth noting that this aligns with the most
frequent type of undisclosed information (see Table 4 and Table 5).

Besides the type of information requested to be kept confidential, ERC only disclos-
es the identity of the requesting company: 10 local radio stations, four local newspapers,
one local television station and one national and specialised magazine. Based on this
information, shown in Table &, it is possible to conclude that local companies account for
96% of the confidentiality requests (in line with the methodology applied in the segment
on reporting obligations, all occurrences are noted, as a company can request the confi-
dentiality of several types of information). A national specialised media outlet submitted
the remaining two requests. There were no requests from national generalist media or
local specialised media. Furthermore, radio stations are responsible for the largest count
of requests to withhold information.

12
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GEOGRAPHICAL DISTRIBUTION MEDIA TYPE

Data for which
- . National Local Periodical . -

confidentiality has Nacional . / Local . ./ Total - Radio  Television  Total

specialised specialised publication
been requested
Relevant clients o 1 10 o 1 2 9 o 11
Holders of relevant
L o o 10 o 10 1 9 o 10
liabilities
Financial flows o o 7 o 7 o 6 1 7
Amounts of assets and

o o 4 o 4 o 4 o 4

total income

Amounts of liabilities
and total liabilities on o o 4 o 4 o 4 o 4
the balance sheet

Operating profit and
net profit

Elements referred to
in a generic, non- o o 1 o 1 o 1 o 1
individualised way

Overall data provided o o 1 o 1 1 o o 1
Ownership o 1 o o 1 1 o o 1
Financial

o o 1 o 1 o 1 o 1

characterisation

Percentage of total
income accounted for o o 2 o 2 2 o o 2
by relevant clients

Total o 2 44 o 46 7 38 1 46

Table 8. Confidentiality requests by type of media and geographical distribution

Note. Information from the deliberations of Portuguese Regulatory Authority for the Media analysed

In its decisions on requests to withhold information, ERC refrains from sharing
the grounds offered by the applicants, citing its intention to respect the confidentiality
requested. For the same reason, it does not disclose the rationale behind the decision,
indicating only the decision to reject or partially approve the request (in only one case,
involving the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, the owner of Global Difusion,
operating six radio stations the request was partially granted, without specifying the iden-
tification of associates who do not represent a qualified holding). Furthermore, no provi-
sional measures were enacted.

6. Di1scussioN AND CONCLUSION

Independence is a pivotal principle in upholding journalistic quality, and ownership
transparency and the financial mechanisms related to the organisations’ activities are
possible pathways to ensure this principle. Transparency also makes it possible to ex-
amine the landscape of pluralism and diversity within the media sector. However, trans-
parency might conflict with other values, including owners’ privacy or companies’ com-
petitive advantages. This dynamic puts the quality of journalism at risk, as ownership is
also the basis for assessing the conditions under which journalistic content is produced.
Therefore, assessing the implications of the “Transparency Law”, based on the reaction

3
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of economic agents to the new legal framework and the actions of the regulatory author-
ity, provides a deeper understanding of the enforcement of this new tool.

An initial data review shows that most media outlets registered with ERC have gen-
erally adhered to the legal requirements, with the regulatory body needing to intervene
in only a limited number of cases compared to the overall media landscape. However,
analysing the interactions between the regulatory authority and the companies highlights
other noteworthy patterns that warrant further exploration. Firstly, we should note the
absence of deliberations involving major business groups responsible for the country’s
main media outlets. There seem to have been no difficulties for these major operators
in complying with the legal precepts on transparency. That may suggest, contrary to
concerns about potential harm to companies’ competitive advantage (De Laat, 2018)
or clashes with the interests of owners and shareholders (Henriques, 2013), that these
major operators either welcomed the new transparency guidelines without seeing them
as problematic or did not foresee any negative public reaction to the disclosed data.

Of course, three major media groups in Portugal (Impresa, Media Capital and
Cofina) are publicly listed, which already entails significant reporting obligations.
Nevertheless, despite ERC’s publication of an annual report and consolidated data on
media ownership in Portugal, there has yet to be any debate, action or official stance by
public authorities, notably the Government. It should be noted that, while processing
data on the nationality of media ownership, ERC has demonstrated the existence of capi-
tal from countries with autocratic regimes in various media (Entidade Reguladora para
a Comunicagao Social, 2022), including Angola and China, a situation that has already
been analysed in scientific works (Figueiras & Ribeiro, 2013; Silva, 2014), yet the State
has expressed no public concerns. Furthermore, the fact that 40% of the companies
operating in the sector do not primarily focus on media activities and the potential im-
plications regarding conflicts of interest (see, for example, Noam, 2018) have not been
publicly addressed.

ERC has effectively collected the information required by law, taking action against
non-compliant companies and making the data accessible on the portal. However, fos-
tering transparency is not an end in itself. Law 78/2015 (Lei n.° 78/2015, 2015) explicitly
highlights this in Number 1 of Article 1, stating that the regulation of property at this level
is “aimed at promoting freedom and pluralism of expression and safeguard its edito-
rial independence from political and economic powers”, an objective that ERC meets
according to its statutes. In other words, one would expect that increased visibility into
companies’ ownership and financial mechanisms would stimulate reflection on the risks
inherent in the Portuguese media landscape.

However, the fact that ERC publishes data on the Transparency Portal and extracts
information annually for its reports has not signalled any significant change in the me-
dia ownership landscape in Portugal: there have been no public statements suggest-
ing that the “Transparency Law” has influenced the level of ownership concentration,
nor has it been cited as a factor requiring action to enhance pluralism and diversity.
Consequently, ERC has not issued any deliberation or recommendation (which, it should
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be remembered, has the legal powers to do so) resulting from the “Transparency Law”,
addressing media companies’ ownership of capital (nationality or main sector of activ-
ity) or entities with financial clout. Nor has the Government, political parties or other civil
society organisations taken any position on which ERC should have commented. The
lack of action in this direction leads to the conclusion that the law is fairly ineffective in
promoting public engagement in discussing the risks associated with media ownership
in Portugal.

For instance, the results show that breaches adhering to reporting requirements
and requests for confidentiality affect mainly small markets in local segments (there-
fore geographically limited) or niche specialised magazines. This conclusion raises a
question: should distinct market realities, such as those in media markets, be treated
similarly, especially when the industry is significantly influenced by scale (Noam, 2014;
Picard, 2005)? On the one hand, it prompts the need to determine whether the regula-
tory demands are sufficient for larger, well-resourced companies with technical capacity
(particularly accounting); on the other hand, it is necessary to investigate the poten-
tial challenges for smaller entities with limited technical capabilities to fulfil accounting
and financial obligations. This study highlights the difficulty in achieving an “ideal of
transparency” (Ananny & Crawford, 2018) because, as the scale is an important variable,
doubts arise regarding whether a singular transparency standard can equitably serve all
market players.

The issue of confidentiality, requested by some companies, is also noteworthy, es-
pecially when considering which data is requested the most: liability holders and relevant
clients. Additionally, one of the primary sources of non-compliance revolves around dis-
closing the companies’ means of financing. Thus, the problem may lie not with media
owners and their right to privacy but with external agents that could compromise me-
dia independence. Hence, it is vital to assess whether these breaches and requests are
linked to economic and financial fragility cases and whether they could lead to situations
of media capture’ (Dragomir, 2019; Meier & Trappel, 2022) by political and economic
agents. This concern is particularly relevant when discussing the quality of journalism,
as it involves a very relevant and particularly fragile type of journalism: local journalism
(Jenkins & Jerénimo, 2021). However, ERC does not disclose the reasons invoked in the
confidentiality requests submitted, preventing external scrutiny, nor has it promoted a
public discussion on this topic.

This study underscores, as several authors have previously highlighted that trans-
parency alone does not deliver the expected outcomes: it is necessary yet insufficient
(Craufurd Smith et al., 2021; Meier & Trappel, 2022). By examining the data, it becomes
evident that a role remains for regulation and public policies in an era of transparency.
For instance, there is a crucial need to explore the influence of ownership on the media,
particularly concerning situations of foreign capital from autocratic countries or other
economic sectors. Simultaneously, the precarious state of local media should draw the

' “Media capture” is a concept that refers to situations in which political power or other interests interconnected with politi-
cal power condition or control the actions of the media (Schiffrin, 2018).
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attention of regulators and public decision-makers: a more comprehensive analysis of
confidentiality requests could unveil the actual risk of media capture and suggest poten-
tial strategies for fortifying and upholding media independence.

Conversely, ownership transparency alone does not address the appropriateness or
credentials of ownership, nor has this aspect been a subject of discussions within ERC.
Thus, visibility cannot guarantee the suitability of the conditions for producing quality
journalism. In other words, the administrative and legal dimensions of transparency are
met in their structure. However, there is a lack of broad reflection on transforming it into
a tool serving public communication policies that foster, for instance, independence and
diversity in journalism.

Another issue relates to the scope of the law: it solely applies to companies involved
in content production and organisation, overlooking the potential risks in distribution,
whether it is still analogue or digital (Russell, 2019). This gap could become increas-
ingly critical, particularly with the algorithm-based nature of the main news consumption
platforms, potentially leading to biased access to information. Furthermore, these legal
limitations might elude situations that compromise market competition, especially as
production agreements with distribution (whether digital intermediaries or physical net-
works) may not be scrutinised. Transparency in terms of ownership of production does
not solve the need for transparency in terms of distribution.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge that this study, focusing solely on the interac-
tion between companies and the regulatory authority, does not encompass all the dimen-
sions of the companies’ actions regarding ownership transparency. Another limitation
of this work, when considering the relationship between transparency and the quality
of journalism, is that some companies considered in this mapping may not be solely
journalistic: they are media companies, but, for example, some radio stations may be
classified as music radios. However, it should be noted that this classification does not
prevent the broadcasters from including local information; it just does not require a pe-
riodicity in terms of news broadcasts. Despite these limitations, the study of ERC’s deci-
sions provides relevant insights into the relationship between companies and ownership
transparency, particularly because it highlights the invisibility of the legal framework and
the state. Compliance with the principle of transparency might have obscured the need
for active policies to promote quality in journalism by strengthening the conditions for
its production.

Translation: Anabela Delgado
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APPENDIX

Before April 2021, the reporting model used by the Portuguese Regulatory Authority
for the Media only included three of the subcategories under the “financial characterisa-
tion” category: “financial flows”, “relevant customers”, and “holders of relevant liabili-
ties”. In this research, only the subcategories were considered whenever the regulatory
authority marked both the category and subcategories. When it only marked the category,
it was assumed that all three subcategories were omitted.
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As of April 2021, a comprehensive table listing all the categories and subcategories
provided in the legislation was introduced for public reference (Table A1). The new re-
porting model was implemented for only five companies, and the occurrences were as-
signed to the respective category for consistency in the methodological standardisation.
Finally, the categories and subcategories encompassing “financial characterisation” and

the category “corporate governance report” were broken down by calendar year.

CATEGORIES

SUBCATEGORIES

1. General
identification data

1.1. Representative’s name (nominal) material reporting condition — access to the platform

1.2. Share capital

1.3. Indicates main activity

2. Composition of
governing bodies

2.1. ldentification of all governing bodies (including composition)

2.2. |dentification of the members of each governing body

3. Identification
of share capital
structure/
shareholdings

3.1. Identification of direct ownership (including usufruct)

3.2. Breakdown of percentages (direct ownership)

3.3. Identification of the allocation chain for qualifying holdings (5% or more of the capital/vote)

3.4. Direct or indirect shareholdings in other media organisations

4. Media
organisations
owned

— identification

4.1. ldentification of those responsible for the editorial direction of each media organisation

4.2. ldentification of programme services and respective editorial managers (radio and television operators
only)

5. Financial
characterisation
(means of funding)

5.1. Financial flows (5.1.1. Equity; 5.1.2. Equity; 5.1.3. Total assets; 5.1.4. Operating results; 5.1.5. Net profit; 5.1.6.
Total income amounts; 5.1.7. Amounts of total liabilities on the balance sheet; 5.1.8. Total amounts of contigent
liabilities)

5.2. Relevant clients

5.3. Relevant liability holders

5.4. Balance sheet and profit and loss account/simplified business information statements
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6.1. Identification of company officers

6.2. Name and function of the members

6.3. Biographic note

6.4. Governance model (executive/non-executive bodies)

6.5. Powers and operation of the governing bodies

6.6. Description of the additional professional activities of the members of the governing bodies

6.7. Indication of whether the members of the governing bodies are remunerated within the scope of their
duties at the media organisation.

6.8. Statement on the existence of internal control systems and the reporting of any discrepancies in overseeing
the obtained financial resources

6.9. Organisation chart or functional maps

6.11. Chartered accountant/auditor (Identification)

6.12. Chartered accountant/auditor (remuneration)

6.13. Statutes and other internal regulations

6.14. Distribution and delegation of powers

6.15. Description of the systems (if any) for internal control systems and the reporting of any irregularities in
6. Complete overseeing the obtained financial resources

corporate 6.16. Detailed description of the mechanisms to mitigate the risks of irregularity in obtaining financial resources
governance report  and any conflicts of interest

6.17. Description of the mechanisms for assessing whether the interests of the members of the management
body are aligned with those of the company

6.18. Description of the remuneration policy for the management and supervisory bodies, including criteria for
defining the variable component of remuneration, if any

6.19. Mechanisms for internal and external reporting of irregularities

6.20. Indicators on audiences, print runs and circulation

6.21. Mechanisms for editorial independence

6.22. Editorial status of the media organisation(s)

6.23. Indication of the person accountable for the editorial tasks within the media organisation(s)

6.24. Professional and academic background information about the editor(s) in charge

6.25. Remunerated additional activities of editorial managers If there are no additional activities, this should be
specified

6.26. Editorial structure of the media organisation(s)

6.27. Composition of the Editorial Board, status and key decisions during the reviewed period

6.28. Budgetary autonomy of editorial managers

6.29. Editorial guidelines and codes of conduct

Table A1. Matrix of categories and subcategories outlining mandatory reporting
information stipulated by Law no. 78/2015 and Regulation no. 835/2020
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RESPONSIBILITY AND QUALITY OF JOURNALISM:
DI1GITAL ACCOUNTABILITY INSTRUMENTS AND
PRACTICES IN THE PORTUGUESE MEDIA
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ABSTRACT

Although the public debate on the quality of journalism and media responsibility and ac-
countability efforts is not novel, the recent online and digital transition context has facilitated
the emergence and expansion of new forms of media responsibility and monitoring of the qual-
ity of journalistic information. This study draws on a literature review to explore the relation-
ship between media accountability and the quality of journalism while also examining how new
forms of media responsibility could enhance information quality. Three facets of this relationship
are emphasised: accountability as a dimension or hallmark of media quality, accountability as a
mechanism for controlling or assessing the quality of journalism, and accountability as a space
for defining the quality of news information. Additionally, this paper presents and discusses find-
ings from an exploratory study mapping and analysing the level of implementation of digital
responsibility and accountability mechanisms of six Portuguese editorial projects. The mapping
of instruments highlights the heterogeneous reality and potential underlying the adaptation of
conventional responsibility models to online formats, as well as underscores the mandated na-
ture of media accountability and transparency processes in the Portuguese media. The analysis
of the level of implementation of these mechanisms indicates asymmetries in their application.

KeYywoRbDSs
media accountability, digital journalism, quality of journalism, media responsibility, transparency

RESPONSABILIZACAO E QUALIDADE DO JORNALISMO:
INSTRUMENTOS E PRATICAS DIGITAIS DE
ACCOUNTABILITY DOS MEDIA PORTUGUESES

REsumo

Embora o debate publico sobre a qualidade do jornalismo e esforgos de responsabilizagao
e de prestacdo de contas por parte dos média ndo constituam um fenémeno contemporaneo,
o novo contexto online e de transi¢3o digital possibilitou o surgimento e a expansio de novas
formas de responsabilizacdo dos média e de monitorizagdo da qualidade da informag3o jornalis-
tica. Com base na revisdo da literatura, busca-se desenvolver uma reflexdo sobre a relagdo entre
accountability dos média e qualidade do jornalismo, assim como sobre o potencial de novos for-
matos de responsabilizacdo dos média na promocido da qualidade da informacdo. Sdo sublinha-
das trés vertentes dessa relacdo: a accountability enquanto dimensdo ou marca da qualidade dos
média; a accountability enquanto modo de controlo da qualidade do jornalismo; e a accountability
enquanto espaco de definicdo da qualidade da informacdo noticiosa. Simultaneamente, sdo apre-
sentados e discutidos os resultados de um estudo exploratério de mapeamento e de andlise do
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nivel de implementagdo de mecanismos digitais de responsabilizag3o e presta¢do de contas de
seis projetos editoriais portugueses. O mapeamento de instrumentos reflete uma realidade hete-
rogénea e um potencial subjacente a adaptagdo de modelos convencionais de responsabilizagdo
para formatos online, assim como um paradigma mandatado dos processos de accountability e
de transparéncia dos média portugueses. )4 a analise do nivel de implementacdo de vérios destes
mecanismos de responsabiliza¢do sugere assimetrias na sua aplicag3o.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
accountability dos média, jornalismo digital, qualidade do jornalismo,
responsabilidade dos média, transparéncia

1. INTRODUCTION

The social, cultural, economic and political challenges surrounding the role and
place of journalism today suggest a renewed interest in and debate about media ac-
countability and transparency (Eide, 2016; Ramon, 2020; van der Wurff & Schénbach,
2014). Public concerns about the quality of journalism and the media’s responsibility
and accountability efforts are not a new or contemporary phenomenon (Eberwein et al.,
2019; Plaisance, 2000). However, the digital shift and the rise of a new online environ-
ment have opened new avenues for enhancing and expanding these journalism quality
monitoring processes (Acharya, 2015; Fengler et al., 2011).

Building on a discussion launched by Miranda (in press), this article explores the
relationship between media accountability and the quality of journalism. It will also pre-
sent and discuss the findings of a more specific exploratory study into the digital respon-
sibility and accountability mechanisms of six Portuguese editorial projects.

2. MEDIA ACCOUNTABILITY AND THE QUALITY OF JOURNALISM

Fengler et al. (2021) argue that “[ijn media and communication research, various
terms and concepts are used to describe the processes of quality management within and
beyond the journalistic profession” (p. 5). Along with notions such as “self-regulation”,
“transparency”, or “governance of journalism”, media accountability is characterised by
its holistic nature, which involves multiple stakeholders in journalism’s accountability
and responsibility processes.

Although it can be difficult to translate the full meaning of media accountability and
the plurality of contributions to the interpretation of the term, one definition across the
literature is that of Denis McQuail (see McQuail & Deuze, 2020), who includes in this
concept all the processes, voluntary or involuntary, from which the media are responsible
and accountable not only for the consequences but also for the quality of their actions
and what they have made public. More specifically, Fengler et al. (2011) define media
accountability as the set of “informal institutions, both offline and online, performed by
both media professionals and media users, which intends to monitor, comment on and
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criticise journalism and seeks to expose and debate problems of journalism” (p. 20). As
such, media accountability has a broader meaning than transparency and extends further
than the narrower field of self-regulation, as it acknowledges not only journalists but also
other stakeholders, such as media owners or users, as active participants in promot-
ing, managing and controlling the quality of journalistic information (Bertrand, 2008;
Fengler, 2019).

In fact, the array of mechanisms that activate and materialise responsibility in jour-
nalism is notably extensive and diverse, encompassing, for example, different types of
documents (such as codes of ethics), processes (such as journalism education), as well
as individuals or groups (such as ombudspersons or press councils; Bertrand, 2008,
2018). Furthermore, their origin extends far beyond the boundaries of the media and can
either be internal or external to newsrooms and journalistic culture (Fengler et al., 2014).
Particularly concerning mechanisms originating from the media’s initiative, the outcome
of their actions can be classified based on when they come into play within the news pro-
duction process: before, during or after publication or broadcast (Heikkila et al., 2012).
Considering the low impact that each of these instruments, separately, will have on the
quality of journalism, the literature tends to emphasise the potential for cooperation or
networking among these mechanisms, highlighting their collective influence as a system
of infrastructures (Fengler et al., 201m).

In contrast to more imposing or coercive legal-based solutions (liability), studies
on media accountability highlight the positive aspects of what McQuail (see McQuail
& Deuze, 2020) calls the “answerability model”, which entails a dialogical and volun-
tary approach to responsibility in journalism. However, it also involves the willingness
of news organisations and professionals to accept criticism from audiences and to en-
gage in public debate about journalistic practices and news production (Brants & de
Haan, 2010; Christians, 2009). As the legal system struggles to keep pace with the swiftly
evolving media landscape and in light of excessive regulation risks, this second model
is commonly associated with perspectives that reconcile safeguarding journalism’s re-
sponsibilities and social functions with preserving press freedom. Nevertheless, these
conceptions acknowledge the essential role of regulatory measures involving state in-
tervention in preventing potential harm and risks stemming from the media’s actions.
As McQuail (1997) concludes, “the emphasis in the first instance [liability] is likely to be
on issues of harm caused by the media, in the second [answerability] on issues of mass
media quality” (p. 517).

Defining the essence of the quality of journalism is not just difficult but rather com-
plex. It could be contingent on the anticipated uses and gratifications derived from the
media (Jacobsson & Jacobsson, 2010; Neuberg, 2014) or the characteristics and attrib-
utes of the product or content under scrutiny (Fengler, 2008). Additionally, the concept
of quality in journalism might be rooted in the set of standards defined by the moral ac-
tion of the media and journalists (Jacobsson & Jacobsson, 2010), as well as the adequacy
of their practices and work to the values underlying their role in society (Meier, 2019).
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Moreover, stemming from these normative concepts, the quality of journalism can be
appraised using criteria such as diversity, relevance, ethics, impartiality, comprehensibil-
ity, or accuracy inherent in the outcomes of journalistic work (Urban & Schweiger, 2014).
Despite the multidimensionality underlying the concept, these different meanings sug-
gest an inherent relationship between the quality of journalism and the media responsi-
bility processes.

From an eminently self-regulatory perspective, one can argue that accountability
dynamics tend to provide journalists and the media with tools for production but also for
prevention and correction aimed at ensuring that their work meets information quality
standards (Fengler, 2008).

Regarding their participatory or public aspect, media accountability processes pri-
marily serve as mechanisms for monitoring and social control over the quality of infor-
mation (Acharya, 2015; Bertrand, 2018). Groenhart (2012) takes this reflection a step
further when the author emphasises the role of these public access mechanisms in com-
munication on the modes of operation and principles that guide the news production
process. These instruments provide the public with the information, or the “vocabulary”,
from which they can assess the quality of journalism.

On the other hand, Groenhart (2012) admits that implementing accountability and
transparency mechanisms, like authors’ biographical profiles, newsletters or charters of
principles or mission statements, could convey a sense of authenticity and professional
rigour, functioning as a “trade mark” of quality journalism.

Considering its more dialogical dimension or that of drawing public (and also me-
dia) attention to the reality of journalism and newsrooms (Groenhart, 2012; McQuail,
2003), public accountability of the media can not only influence in adapting the conduct
of journalism to socially established standards of information quality but also ultimately
contribute in defining these standards.

As Ward (2014) or Ananny and Crawford (2018) alert, however, a more extensive
interpretation of these processes must acknowledge their limitations or the fact that the
implementation of accountability instruments may not necessarily have positive effects
on the quality of information — some of these responsibility practices and, above all,
transparency practices (or how they are implemented) may even conflict with ethical and
responsible journalism.

3. MEDIA ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE ONLINE LANDSCAPE

Recent works — such as those by Bastian (2019), Mauri-Rios et al. (2022) and
Sudrez-Villegas et al. (2017) — outline three fundamental dimensions for identifying
and systematising contemporary media accountability mechanisms. The first concept,
self-regulation, encompasses the standards guiding journalistic work and underpins the
commitment made to the public. The second, transparency, refers to different efforts to
disclose journalistic structures and the news creation processes. The final dimension,
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participation, refers to the procedures and instruments enabling interaction between the
media and the public and facilitating the intervention of the users of news.

More specifically, the relevance of the latter concept is intricately linked to a para-
digm shift in the media ecosystem and the rise of new participatory communication for-
mulas, which have not only challenged the dominance of established media in accessing
public space but have also facilitated new modes of interaction between these media and
their audiences. They have made it more convenient and accessible for users to criticise
and monitor the quality of journalism (Bernier, 2013; Garcia-Avilés, 2019).

It is also amid the digital transition and reconfiguration of the communications
landscape that contributions such as those by Fengler et al. (2011) suggest a conceptual
distinction between “established instruments”, such as ombudspersons, letters to the
editor or press councils, and “innovative instruments” of media accountability. This dis-
tinction aims to systematise the array of mechanisms and procedures emerging in the
online environment. Similarly, these new digital mechanisms can be divided into web-
specific instruments — such as hyperlinks to primary sources or tools for users to sug-
gest corrections — and instruments developed by replicating or transposing conventional
instruments into online formats.

Considering the relatively limited impact and reach of traditional media accountabil-
ity and self-regulation models (Alsius et al., 2014), new online forms of responsibility have
garnered attention in academic and professional circles. This attention arises from their
potential to address the weaknesses or shortcomings of conventional formats.

In addition to lower costs or easier implementation, the underlying potential for ac-
cessibility, communication and synchronism these emerging mechanisms entail (Acharya,
2015; Fengler, 2019) suggest a broader array of opportunities for media accountability and
an increased reach and impact of the network of mechanisms involved in monitoring and
upholding information quality — including these new instruments’ potential to intervene
in systems or environments characterised by a poor professional culture or limited civil
society involvement (Lauk & Denton, 2011, as cited in Groenhart, 2012).

However, in the wake of the participatory potential of web 2.0, one of the main prem-
ises of these new models, whether developed by news organisations or emerging from
other sectors of society, lies in the possibility of engaging citizens in the public debate on
the responsibilities and social role of the media and the improvement in the quality of
journalism (Garcfa-Avilés, 2019; Pérez-Diaz et al., 2020), ultimately giving meaning and
purpose to the different public criticisms arising in different areas of the online landscape
(Bernier, 2013; Chaparro-Dominguez et al., 2021).

As Meier (2019) concludes, “[q]uality in journalism cannot rest on the shoulders
of individual journalists and newsrooms ‘alone’, and “[m]any initiatives and institutions
in society must work together in a pluralistic process in order to strengthen quality in
journalism” (p. 5). On the part of news organisations and journalists, this mindset will
entail a more dialogical conception of professional ethics, not only recognising the pub-
lic and other agents of society as partners in activating and materialising accountability
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processes but also making them co-responsible for the quality of information (Culver,
2017; Ward & Wasserman, 2015).

4. MEDIA ACCOUNTABILITY IN PORTUGAL

Throughout the democratic period, the regulation of Portuguese journalism has
been characterised by constant institutional reorganisation, a rather fragile model of self-
regulation and what Camponez (2011) describes as a process of “juridification” of jour-
nalists’ professional ethics. Nevertheless, based on studies such as those by Miranda
(2019), Camponez (2011), Fidalgo (2009), Moutinho et al. (2018) or Renedo-Farpén et
al. (2022), it is possible to identify a wide range of instruments in Portugal, with different
levels of institutionalisation, that play a role in media responsibility and transparency.

In contrast to what Bertrand (2018) identifies as the more elective dimension of ac-
countability, the media accountability paradigm in Portugal can also be read in the light
of what Miranda and Camponez (2022) characterise as a “mandated” approach to these
processes, referring to the replacement of voluntary initiative by legal requirements or
recommendations for the implementation of journalistic accountability instruments. In
fact, this type of mandate can be found in the Statute of Journalist (Lei n.° 1/99, 1999),
the Press Law (Lei n.° 2/99, 1999) or other legal provisions.

Although online experiences of accountability in Portuguese journalism materialise
in a late and somewhat limited context (Miranda, 2019; Moutinho et al., 2018), new digi-
tal formulas for responsibility and transparency have emerged and spread in Portuguese
media (Christofoletti et al., 2019; Miranda, in press; Renedo-Farpén et al., 2022).

5. OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY

Despite the various contributions highlighted in the previous section, the paradigm
of digital accountability mechanisms in Portuguese media still lacks a more in-depth
characterisation and systematisation.

In this context, the main objectives (O) of this exploratory study are: (O1) to con-
tribute to the mapping of the digital accountability instruments of the Portuguese media;
and (O2) to understand the extent and ways in which these instruments are implemented.

With the specific objectives of this research in mind, this study focuses on the
analysis of a sample of journalistic editorial projects comprising the digital versions of
two print media (Publico and Expresso), two digital natives (Observador and Noticias ao
Minuto) and two news segments from online portals (SAPO24 and ZAP aeiou). The se-
lection of these media is based on audience and consumption data from the Associagio
Portuguesa de Circulac3o e Tiragem (n.d.) and the findings of the study by Newman et al.
(2022). Publico is a quality daily newspaper founded in 1990 and launched its online ver-
sion in 1995. The website of the weekly Expresso (founded in 1973) was launched in 1997.
Among the digital natives, Observador began its activity in 2014. Founded in 2012, the
editorial project Noticias ao Minuto favours shorter news stories (Zamith, 2015). Unlike
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the other three media outlets, which adopt a business model based on subscriptions,
the latter focuses on distributing free information and advertising revenue. The SAPO24
and ZAP aeiou projects represent the news segments of the SAPO and aeiou portals,
respectively.

In order to answer O1, adopting the methodological options pursued by Mauri-
Rios and Ramon-Vegas (2015), a first approach to the study aimed to trace the digital
accountability mechanisms implemented by the six news organisations. Mapping these
mechanisms was based on systematising the instruments identified in previous studies
(Table 1), complemented by using non-probabilistic sampling procedures from the web-
sites and other digital channels of the analysed media. The mapping was accompanied
by applying content analysis strategies to identify key characteristics of the systematised
instruments, namely their digital nature (replication of offline formats or specific to the
web) or their framework (self-regulation, transparency or participation).

AUTHORS YEAR
Renedo-Farpén et al. 2022
Pérez-Diaz et al. 2020
Fengler and Speck 2019
Garcia-Avilés 2019
Christofoletti et al. 2019
Sudrez-Villegas et al. 2017
Mauri-Rios and Ramon-Vegas 2015
Koliska 2015
Fengler et al. 2014
Bichler et al. 2012
Heikkili et al. 2012
Fengler et al. 20m
Meier and Reimer 2011
Bertrand 2008

Table 1. Previous studies underlying the mapping of digital media accountability mechanisms

Seeking to expand and elaborate the characterisation of the practices and instru-
ments identified in the first stage of the study and drawing on the procedures applied
by Garcfa-Avilés (2019) and, in particular, Pérez-Diaz et al. (2020), the second approach
focused on analysing the implementation of 15 digital accountability instruments that
represent the three phases described in the literature review, promoted by at least one
of the news organisations. This second approach also aims to answer O2. Using a code
sheet with performance categories, such as frequency, function or results of the mecha-
nisms, a content analysis was carried out over nine months (from July 2022 to March
2023) in non-consecutive weeks. Each instrument in each organisation was classified ac-
cording to its level of implementation: consistently implemented (1 point; @), irregularly
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implemented (0.5 points; @) or not implemented (o points; O). No advertising or opin-
ion content was considered in this second part of the analysis'.

6. MAPPING MEDIA ACCOUNTABILITY INSTRUMENTS AND PRACTICES

The first segment of this study identified 40 digital accountability instruments
among the analysed news organisations (Figure 1). These instruments range from per-
manent and established procedures to occasional or irregular solutions. While they have
specific features of their implementation and activation, this list does not suggest radi-
cally different or original elements compared to surveys in other geographical areas.
Furthermore, there are no significant differences from previous mappings of the broader
Portuguese media scene (Miranda, in press) — however, the lack of permanent media
monitoring sections or the absence of clear or more detailed information on funding
sources stand out.

Bylines

Structure of the media outlet management

Structure of the media outlet staff

Information on content financed or supported by third parties

Information on owners/shareholder structure

= Corrections and rectifications flagged

Contact opportunities
Specific sections for fact-checking
Letters from readers

Collaborative content

User-generated content section

Readers' council (and its online intervention)

"Right of reply"

Readers' Ombudsperson (and its online space)

Complaints section

Code of conduct published online

Newsroom council (and its online intervention)
=  Editorial statute published online

Stylebook published online

. REPLICATION/ADAPTATION OF OFFLINE
FORMATS

Figure 1. Mapping of digital media accountability practices and instruments implemented by the news organisations analysed

" In order to confirm and further analyse elements of the information obtained, exploratory interviews were conducted with
the editors of a number of the media analysed.
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Among this list of instruments, 21 are specific web mechanisms, such as error re-
porting systems or hyperlinks to the primary sources. The remaining 19 are ways of rep-
licating traditional mechanisms in a digital context. Within the latter field, it is possible
to differentiate between practices of reproducing conventional mechanisms in the me-
dia’s digital channels — as is the case, for example, with editorial statutes — or efforts
to adapt these traditional instruments to suit the digital potential — as seen in Livro de
Estilo (Stylebook) do Publico, or, as will be discussed later, in the right of reply procedures
implemented by Expresso. In both cases, the digital transition tends to amplify the oppor-
tunities for media accountability and responsibility, facilitating accessibility and increas-
ing their reach. Notably, Livro de Estilo (n.d.) do Publico encourages reader participation
by inviting them to suggest changes to its chapters, promoting active engagement in its
design and improvement.

However, the mechanisms specific to the online environment predominantly focus
on transparency. In addition to examples like digital meetings with users or references to
content publication dates, the traditional media under review include the promotion of
different types of podcasts, which, broadly targeted or more specialised and on an ad hoc
basis, contribute to explaining the inner workings of newsrooms, the processes involved
in news production, or the methodologies and sources behind particular stories.

Notwithstanding the voluntary nature of several media transparency and self-reg-
ulation mechanisms, it is also worth noting that references to information regarding
editorial project principles and guidelines or media management often align with legally
mandated requirements and recommendations, as stipulated in laws such as the Press
Law (Lei n.° 2/99, 1999) or the Media Transparency Law (Lei n.° 78/2015, 2015).

7. IMPLEMENTATION OF MEDIA ACCOUNTABILITY INSTRUMENTS AND PRACTICES

7.1. BEFORE PRODUCTION

According to Pérez-Diaz et al. (2020), accountability practices in the media with an
impact before news production encompass procedures related to content creation and
include accountability instruments concerning the news organisation itself, its structure,
and business strategies. Table 2 suggests cross-cutting transparency practices related to
news organisations but also demonstrates varying degrees of application of these proce-
dures and a tendency to comply with legal requirements. When describing the media’s
mission and objectives, the information provided typically circumscribes to the editorial
statute, a mandatory element by law — there is no evidence of a voluntary effort to go
beyond what is legally mandated.
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Table 2. Implementation of media accountability instruments with an impact before production

Note. Participation (P), self-regulation (S), transparency (T); implemented (1 point; @),
irregularly implemented (0.5 points; @) and not implemented (o points; O)

Meanwhile, the public debate stirred by the 2019 revision of Expresso’s code of
conduct (Martins, 2019) may exemplify the significance of this type of mechanism, not
just as an instrument for self-regulation but also as a form of bond between the media
and society. However, among the media outlets analysed, only Expresso and Piiblico share
their operational guidelines publicly — the former provides these through a dedicated
subpage, and the latter presents this information within a section of its Livro de Estilo
(n.d.), which is also accessible online.

Information about the organisations is usually included in the fact sheet or dedicat-
ed subpages, identified at the end of the menus or at the bottom of the websites across
different media outlets. It is in the latter segment that Publico includes information on the
main financial flows. Expresso includes details about the business group at the bottom of
its website, offering a link to Impresa’s financial information. The inclusion or omission
of information on news organisations’ financial and managerial aspects is closely tied to
the specific context of each editorial project and its respective media group. However, it
is essential to view this through the lens of a set of obligations to declare this information
to the Regulatory Authority for the Media, which might partially suppress the demand for
this voluntary transparency initiative.

7.2. DURING PRODUCTION

Attributing content authorship holds creators accountable and allows the public to
check and control the quality of journalistic work. Except for articles produced as a direct
adaptation of agency content or press releases, there is a widespread practice of sign-
ing journalistic content. There is, however, a notable difference between the procedures
of news portals, where content is predominantly signed by the media outlet, and other
editorial projects, where individual journalist signatures are more common. The unique
setup of SAPO 24 cannot be dissociated from its editorial model, as content production
results from a partnership with the MadreMedia agency.

I0
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In four media outlets analysed, content authorship is complemented by the au-
thors’ biographical data — although not all journalists provide this information (Table 3).
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Table 3. Implementation of media accountability instruments with an impact during production

Note. Participation (P), self-regulation (S), transparency (T); implemented (1 point; @),
irregularly implemented (0.5 points; @) and not implemented (o points; O)

In addition to transferring practices for identifying support for the production of spe-
cific journalistic content into the online format — like using the formula “the newspaper
visited ( ... ) at the invitation of (... )" — there is evidence of leveraging digital resources’
potential to more conspicuously and transparently indicate partnerships and the various
sources of funding for particular journalistic content and editorial projects.

The identification of sources is a foundational and standard procedure in contem-
porary journalism. The media outlets examined strive to enhance these practices by incor-
porating hyperlinks to primary sources of the information — including content from their
editorial projects, other media, external websites or other types of documentary sources,
such as official statements, dispatches or legislation. Additionally, embedding original
content from social networks is also common practice. Occasionally, public and/or of-
ficial documents are made available through the media outlet’s server as article sources.

The fast-paced and intensified environment of journalistic production underscores
the importance of upholding values associated with correcting and rectifying errors. As
journalism becomes more vulnerable to inaccuracies, the agility and information acces-
sibility of digital platforms allow for swifter and more informed ways of correcting these
errors (Karlsson et al., 2017; Plaisance, 2016; Saltzis, 2012). Most of the media analysed
identify updates and corrections to their content. However, the frequency and methods
of implementing these practices vary significantly. While projects such as Noticias ao
Minuto or SAPO24 generally restrict their actions to simply indicating the existence of an
update and the time of the change (usually at the end of the text), Publico, Observador or
Expresso go further by summarising the changes made and explaining the reason behind
them. In this context, it is also worth highlighting the specific case of Observador, which
devotes a subpage within its editorial project section to its policy for correcting and up-
dating content. In the text, the media outlet begins by acknowledging the “real risk” of

II
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errors, commits to swift and transparent corrections, and provides detailed guidelines and
procedures for specific situations: “correcting factual data”; “clarification of information”;
“updates”; “correction of notifications”; “corrections and updates on social networks”;
and “deletion of published content” (Politica de Corre¢do, n.d.). Although not exclusive
to the digital sphere, Point 6 of Expresso’s code of conduct also states that “all factual
or omission errors must be promptly and explicitly acknowledged and corrected, with
due relevance” and that “when justified, a public apology must be issued” (“Cédigo de
Conduta dos Jornalistas do Expresso”, 2008, Point 6). Related to correction and rectifica-
tion, although the right of reply is a legal requirement that predates the advent of the inter-
net, procedures such as the one adopted by the Expresso website — establishing a network
of hyperlinks between the content(s) targeted and the text of the right of reply — demon-

strate the potential of online journalism to promote and expand media accountability.

7.3. AFTER PRODUCTION

The forms of media accountability with an impact after production identified in
this study involve increased public participation and interaction between users of news
and editorial projects. In this context, it is important to note that both digital natives and
traditional media feature subpages dedicated to the different newsroom contacts, pro-
viding more direct contact with the content authors. Meanwhile, ZAP aeiou consolidates
this information in its fact sheet. SAPO24's page does not provide clear and easily acces-
sible contact details. Once again, this should be considered within the framework of the
media outlet’s editorial model and the project’s specific context as a sub-segment of the
online portal (Table 4).
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Table 4. Implementation of media accountability instruments with an impact after production

Note. Participation (P), self-regulation (S), transparency (T); implemented (1 point; @),
irregularly implemented (0.5 points; @) and not implemented (o points; O)
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Another opportunity for the public to engage in the accuracy and responsibil-
ity of journalistic information involves mechanisms for suggesting corrections. Both
Observador and Publico have tools to flag errors. The first uses a highlighted text at the
end of articles, showcasing the author’s email address and inviting readers to suggest
corrections. In the second case, this tool consists of a button at the end of the content,
linking to a dedicated form for error reporting. This procedure generates an email that
can be received by the “last minute” section team or the online segment editors, the copy
desks and, in the case of signed content, the author. As a rule, the online section coordi-
nators handle these messages initially, liaising with various newsroom staff based on the
type of error reported (such as typographical or factual errors).

Besides including an invitation to suggest corrections, Observador also encour-
ages readers to add a “lead” for new news stories at the end of the articles. This feature
serves the dual purpose of prompting more in-depth stories and inviting a more active
role from readers in shaping the media outlet’s agenda. Following a revamp implement-
ed in March (“O Novo Clube Expresso: O que E, Para Quem, ao que Vem? E Como Pode
Fazer Para Entrar?”, 2023), Expresso has also adopted a highlighted text at the end of
articles, similar to Observador’'s model, which allows for the submission of questions,
suggestions or criticisms directly to the authors of the content.

User comments are often based on more or less constructive critical opinions
regarding media conduct and the attributes of journalistic content offered, which can
impact the perception of news quality and the responsibility of news organisations
(Dohle, 2018; Prochazka & Obermaier, 2022). However, framing this user participation
mechanism as a vehicle for media accountability should be given greater consideration
(Eberwein, 2019; Ksiazek & Springer, 2020). The effectiveness of this approach might
depend on the level of identification or anonymity of the comment authors (Shanahan,
2017) and the management or moderation model applied to these contributions (Reich,
2011). Ultimately, it will also involve how journalists and news organisations perceive the
criticism emerging from these participatory spaces (Prochazka & Obermaier, 2022). For
example, whether they ignore it, consider it, or actively engage in the debate.

Among the media outlets analysed, there is heterogeneity in how comment tools
are implemented and managed. Piblico and Observador have the most similar models:
both editorial projects reserve comments on the websites and their mobile applications
for identified users; readers themselves moderate, and the participation management
involves a scoring system or subscriber reputation — although Publico limits daily com-
ments to two and moderation actions to three for non-subscribers®. Both media outlets
also have community rule subpages that outline scenarios demanding editorial team
intervention, namely eliminating a record that “is false or presents a doubtful identi-
ty” (Regras da Comunidade—As Regras dos Comentdrios, n.d.). Publico (“Comentarios”,
n.d.) allows “the use of pseudonyms, as long as they are not used for purposes contrary
to the community rules” (Critérios de Publica¢do, Point 6) but prohibits, for example,

2 However, it should be noted that, as of November 2023, Publico has restricted the possibility of commenting to sub-
scribers only.
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“comments that deliberately aim to disinform readers about electoral processes, legal is-
sues or matters of public health and safety” (Critérios de Publicag3o, Point 3). Alongside
the comments, this second newspaper provides a space for debate, “Férum Publico”
(Public Forum), with a section dedicated to the media. Also, as part of the strategy imple-
mented in March 2023, Expresso has once again boosted its commentary tools, although
this is restricted to subscribers only. Concerning comments, Expresso mentions the me-
dia’s promise to take part in the debate (“O Novo Clube Expresso: O que E, Para Quem,
ao que Vem? E Como Pode Fazer Para Entrar?”, 2023) — a practice identified in various ar-
ticles, in which members of the editorial team reply to readers’ questions and suggestions.

ZAP aeiou and SAPO24 do not explicitly or clearly outline their comments section’s
rules. Regarding the latter project and Noticias ao Minuto, the comments function is lim-
ited to users registered on the Facebook social network.

Similar to trends observed in other geographical areas (Enkin, 2021), Portugal has
also experienced a decline in the presence and scope of public ombudspersons. Except for
the public audiovisual sector, Publico stands out among privately-owned Portuguese me-
dia for maintaining this position. Although their interventions and texts are not exclusively
reserved for the online space, the newspaper’s website provides a dedicated space for the
ombudsperson, featuring their articles, an archive of previous ombudspersons’ texts, and
a subpage outlining the ombudsperson’s “definition”, their “responsibilities”, the criteria
for “appointment and termination of functions” and declarations of “incompatibilities”
(“O que E o Provedor do Leitor”, n.d.).

8. SUMMARY AND DiscussioN OF FINDINGS

The survey from the first phase of this study points to a rather broad and diverse ar-
ray of digital media accountability instruments and practices. These encompass not only
the digital replication of traditional formats — particularly regarding professional self-reg-
ulation — but also the emergence of new web-specific mechanisms — notably those in-
herent to a transparency dimension. The findings suggest that in the Portuguese context,
the advent of a new online landscape has facilitated new opportunities to mobilise and
broaden the scope of journalism quality monitoring processes, as well as expanding the
potential for user participation and dialogue between the media and their audiences — for
example, through digital meetings or debates in comment spaces. This growing participa-
tory or public aspect of responsibility processes becomes all the more relevant when we
understand accountability not only as a measure of media quality but also as a means
of managing and socially “controlling” the quality of journalistic information (Bertrand,
2008). As the perspectives of media outlets and users regarding journalistic information
quality might not necessarily align (Schwaiger et al., 2022), the evolution of these new
interactive and dialogical forms of media accountability could play an important role in
defining and consolidating the standards that govern the quality of journalism.

Another feature that underlies the findings of both phases of this study concerns the
“mandated nature” (Miranda & Camponez, 2022) of the different instruments identified.

14



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Responsibility and Quality of Journalism: Digital Accountability Tools and Practices in the Portuguese Media - Jodo Miranda

For instance, requirements such as the obligation to disclose data on media ownership
and funding as specified in the Media Transparency Law (Lei n.° 78/2015, 2015) or the
Press Law's (Lei n.° 2/99, 1999) stipulation for an editorial statute might contribute to
the widespread adoption and reinforcement of methods that advocate and validate jour-
nalism quality. Along with comments sections, the mandated mechanisms demonstrate
a consistent degree of implementation across all the media scrutinised in the study’s
second phase. Nevertheless, formalising these aspects might mitigate the voluntary na-
ture of media accountability dynamics and could ultimately deter innovation and the
adoption of alternative or complementary accountability formats.

To further delineate and expand on this characterisation, the second stage of the
study focused on analysing the implementation of different digital accountability mecha-
nisms. A general conclusion drawn from these findings is the heterogeneity in the fre-
quency and methods through which the various editorial projects analysed pursue differ-
ent responsibility and transparency processes.

The data in Figure 2 illustrates a higher diversity and increased implementation
of the digital mechanisms analysed among the two more traditional media outlets. On
the other hand, there is a lower occurrence and uniformity in implementing these digital
tools within the news sections of online portals. This aspect should be considered in
light of the fact that these news projects have a smaller editorial dimension and fewer
resources. Additionally, they only represent a fraction of the means that provide broader
and more diverse services.

Before production
10

After publication During production

------ Digital versions of printed newspapers
=== Digital natives

—— News segments of online portals

Figure 2. Level of implementation of digital accountability mechanisms by the three
types of media according to the three stages of news production
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Concerning digital native platforms, as shown in Figure 3, it is important to high-
light the contrast between Observador — which tends to align more closely with tradi-
tional media — and Noticias ao Minuto, which shows less consistency, particularly in the
application of mechanisms during and after the publication of content. Once again, the
particular situation of this latter platform should be considered in context with its edito-
rial model and objectives. Moreover, in line with the conclusions drawn by Pérez-Diaz et
al. (2020), this scenario also suggests that rather than a dichotomy between traditional
and new media, the asymmetries in implementing and experimenting with new digital
formats for responsibility and transparency stem from cultural, technological, or financial
factors. These encompass aspects such as the financial capacity of the media, their edi-
torial objectives, or their business model and relationship with audiences. Notably, the
highest levels of implementing digital accountability mechanisms are observed among
the projects relying on subscription models and greater public involvement.

Before
production

S .
After e —_ Y During
publication production
Expresso - = = Publico
Noticias ao Minuto ~ ==--- Observador.
—SAPO24 === ZAP aeiou

Figure 3. Level of implementation of digital accountability mechanisms by the six media
outlets analysed according to the three stages of news production

Within this context, it is important to revisit the discussion on the dialogical dimen-
sion of the new accountability models. Expanding on previous observations, the interac-
tive and participatory nature of these responsibility and transparency mechanisms plays
a pivotal role in promoting news quality. The conduct and actions of news organisations
and journalists are influenced by the awareness that they will have to answer to their
audience and explain the news production processes (von Krogh, 2008). Concurrently,
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these dialogical dynamics could prompt the public to articulate their expectations regard-
ing quality and responsible journalistic information while enabling the media to assist
audiences in defining what constitutes quality journalism (van der Wurff & Schénbach,
2014). Although the discussion around Expresso’s code of conduct was fairly limited in
time and scope, it shows that the potential for debate about the quality of journalism is
not limited to interactive mechanismes; it can also emerge in the discussion about the
instruments of accountability.

As Christians (2009) or Brants and de Haan (2010) argue, the success of these
initiatives concerning responsibility in defining and promoting the quality of journalism
heavily relies on the willingness of the media and professionals to engage in dialogue
with the public. Despite comment boxes being the most commonly implemented volun-
tary mechanism, the instances of direct intervention by the editorial team in the ensu-
ing discussions are limited, as observed. Ultimately, the lack of response from journal-
ists to the criticisms and questions arising from these spaces could even have adverse
consequences on the quality of the media or, at the very least, on how users perceive
quality, as it creates a void in the debate that other players could occupy (Prochazka
& Obermaier, 2022). These waves of participation may not always lead to constructive
forms of dialogue or improved information quality (Waisbord, 2020). Journalists’ ap-
peal for increased active participation in these interaction processes must consider the
potential risk of exacerbating work overload and professional fatigue among information
professionals (Porlezza, 2019).

At the opposite end of the spectrum, the erosion of mechanisms such as the public
ombudsperson — this figure is the instrument with the lowest representation among the
media analysed — reflects the challenges in sustaining responsible, quality journalism.
Indeed, in an environment of moderate expenditure and consolidation of new commer-
cial strategies in journalism, the low cost and participation associated with these new
models might even pose a risk of replacing established forms of promoting, assessing
and controlling the quality of information (Evers, 2012).

9. CONCLUSIONS

Despite the elusive or ambiguous definition surrounding the quality of journalism
and news (Molyneux & Coddington, 2020), this study aimed to briefly explore various
associations between these concepts and the potential dynamics of media responsibility
and accountability. In essence, the study sought to highlight three facets of this relation-
ship: accountability as a dimension or hallmark of media quality, accountability as a
mechanism for controlling or assessing the quality of journalism, and accountability as
a space for defining the quality of news information.

In their more participative or public dimension, media accountability processes
are, first and foremost, forms of promoting, managing and socially controlling the quality
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of journalistic information while also providing tools to guide the work of journalists and
news organisations. Conversely, these processes can also enhance the professionalism
and credibility of information and editorial projects.

The ongoing digital transition and the emergence of a new online landscape have
expanded new opportunities for mobilising and broadening the scope of these journal-
ism quality monitoring processes. They have also heightened the potential for user par-
ticipation and dialogue between the media and their audience.

A more comprehensive analysis of the digital accountability mechanisms imple-
mented by the media analysed in this study tends to highlight, on the one hand, the het-
erogeneous reality and potential underlying the adaptation of conventional responsibility
models to online formats. It also underscores the mandated nature of media account-
ability and transparency processes, suggesting the need for further in-depth research
into this phenomenon.

Notwithstanding the advantages and possibilities underlying increased user inter-
vention and participation in monitoring the quality of information, as previously high-
lighted, this potential should be approached with some caution. Therefore, considering
the prevalence of the participatory domain among the innovative instruments identified,
it is also imperative to conduct further research on journalists’ expectations and atti-
tudes towards these new dynamics and possibilities for media accountability.

Furthermore, a more specific analysis of the level of implementation of several
of these mechanisms indicates some disparities and asymmetries in their application.
These disparities encompass differences between a more public dimension of their ac-
tions and limitations to intervention accessible only to members or subscribers. While
instruments such as the podcasts identified in the mapping, the commentary tools ana-
lysed in the second segment of the study or other mechanisms aimed at the media out-
lets’ community portray a higher level of transparency, they may also mirror the commer-
cial strategy of these organisations, prompting further investigation into the relationship
between these elements.

Although it aims to contribute to an exploratory approach to the reality of digital
accountability mechanisms in the Portuguese media, this study has some limitations. It
should be noted that the analysis focuses on a restricted sample, though it intends to
illustrate different realities of Portuguese digital media. Moreover, it addresses a specific
analysis period and may not reflect accountability dynamics beyond this time frame. In
this context, the possibilities for further studies presented here may assist in mitigating
these limitations.

Translation: Anabela Delgado
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ABSTRACT

This article addresses the quality of journalism from a strategic perspective (Paladini,
2005), according to which quality is an organisational effort that integrates external conditions
and demands with internal actions, from planning to final product delivery. In order to imple-
ment this perspective, it will be necessary to think about quality in journalism beyond the concept
mainly focussed on product evaluation towards a concept based on the development of quality
management systems (QMS). The QMS is a set of integrated actions that aligns assessment
with editorial management guidelines, production processes and products. The implementa-
tion of this proposal requires investment in innovation in two complementary movements to
develop: (a) a QMS for journalistic organisations, which contains assessment methods with
metrics for outcomes and editorial management models, processes and products that incor-
porate the assessment methods and their metrics; and (b) computerised systems capable of
enabling the implementation of the QMS using the technological resources available, in terms
of structured journalism, exploiting the potential of digital journalism in databases. The strategic
approach to quality in journalism is not attainable with the know-how currently available in the
sector. Investment in applied research and experimental development in journalism is crucial to
fostering editorial and technological innovation to produce the transformation required to craft
a new journalistic intelligence that bolsters credibility with quantifiable editorial quality data and
ensures the sector’s long-term sustainability.

KEYwORDS
quality in journalism, quality management system, technology, innovation, applied research

A ABORDAGEM ESTRATEGICA DA QUALIDADE EM
JORNALISMO: INOVACAO, TECNOLOGIA E PESQUISA APLICADA

REsumo

O presente artigo aborda o tema da qualidade em jornalismo a partir de uma perspec-
tiva estratégica (Paladini, 2005), segundo a qual a qualidade é um esforco organizacional que
considera condi¢des e demandas do cendrio externo articuladas com as a¢des internas, desde o
planejamento até a entrega do produto final. Para implementar essa perspectiva, serd necessério
pensar a qualidade em jornalismo para além da concep¢do majoritariamente focada na avaliagdo
do produto, para a concepgdo baseada no desenvolvimento de sistemas de gestdo da qualidade
(SGQ). O SGQ é um conjunto de a¢des integradas, que alinha a avaliagdo a diretrizes da gestdo
editorial, processos de producio e produtos. A implementacio dessa proposta requer o investi-
mento em inovag3o, em dois movimentos complementares, para desenvolver: (a) um SGQ para
organizagdes jornalisticas, que contenha métodos de avaliagdo com métricas para mensuragio
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de resultados e modelos de gest3o editorial, processos e produtos que incorporem os métodos
de avaliacdo e suas métricas; e (b) sistemas informatizados capazes de permitirem a operaciona-
lizagdo do SGQ, através dos recursos tecnoldgicos disponiveis nos termos do jornalismo estrutu-
rado, que explora as potencialidades inscritas no jornalismo digital em base de dados. A aborda-
gem estratégica da qualidade em jornalismo n3o se viabiliza com o know-how disponivel hoje no
setor. O investimento em pesquisa aplicada e no desenvolvimento experimental em jornalismo
serd fundamental para gerar inovagdo editorial e tecnoldgica, a fim de operar a transformacao
requerida para a constru¢do de uma nova inteligéncia jornalistica, capaz de elevar a credibilidade,
com dados de qualidade editorial monitoraveis e demonstraveis, e garantir a sustentabilidade do
setor, no longo prazo.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
qualidade em jornalismo, sistema de gestdo da qualidade, tecnologia, inovagio, pesquisa aplicada

1. INTRODUCTION

The technological transformations affecting the global media sector have profoundly
impacted journalism. To a greater or lesser extent, those changes threaten the business
sustainability and the credibility of the journalistic institution' and its organisations as
reliable sources of information (Anderson et al., 2012). Specifically regarding quality, two
examples underscore the urgency for journalistic institutions to respond to this challeng-
ing landscape that jeopardises their credibility. Recent surveys conducted by the Reuters
Institute have shown a consistent decline from 2015 to 2022 in the percentage of people
who trust most of the news they consume across several countries surveyed (Newman et
al., 2022). Equally recent, quality assessment studies (Guerra, 2020; Rothberg & Garrido,
2019; Trasel et al., 2019) indicate an incipient adoption of good editorial practices in re-
quirements directly linked to credibility. This sets a critical scenario for the business model,
currently associated with a low perception of quality among audiences and modest out-
comes in the assessment processes implemented.

Specifically in the case of online media, the potential of which is the subject of this
work, Morales-Vargas et al. (2022) emphasise the pressing need for rigorous and reliable
journalism amid the current widespread dissemination of fake news. However, their ex-
tensive review of quality indicators in this domain revealed a notable gap, specifically in
assessing reliability indicators. Considering the convergence landscape (technological, en-
trepreneurial, professional and communicative) described by Salaverria (2003), this study
seeks to associate editorial quality efforts, in which trust requirements stand out, with
resources specific to online media, such as those associated with digital journalism in da-
tabases (DJDB), which underpins the entire journalistic production environment. The goal
is to merge both sets of indicators, those based on media characteristics (Palacios, 2011)
and those focused on content reliability, to create more comprehensive assessment tools.

' The term “journalistic institution” refers to the collective knowledge and interested parties (professionals, organisations
and society) interlinked to form the entity recognised as “journalism”. A “journalistic organisation” represents a specific
group of individuals and resources actively applying professional expertise to practice journalism.
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This study is based on the premise that quality is a distinctive element (Fengler
et al., 2014; Meyer, 2004/2007), not only among news organisations that seriously em-
brace the subject compared to others that ignore it but also among new competitors,
such as social media. An editorial quality policy consists of demonstrating virtues worthy
of earning public trust.

However, implementing the quality agenda is only part of the effort, which should
be coupled with a proposed set of solutions designed to elevate journalism to a higher
standard of professional proficiency. In order to develop this proposition, this article
adopts a methodological structure grounded in applied research and experimental devel-
opment, the basic foundations of which will be presented before revisiting the underlying
theme of quality and its implications.

The proposed movement entails rethinking quality management to harmonise
innovation in editorial management, production processes and products with techno-
logical innovation. Innovation should be understood as “a new or improved product
or process (or a combination thereof) that differs significantly from the unit’s previous
products or processes and that has been made available to potential users (product) or
brought into use by the unit (process)” (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2018, p. 32). Embracing innovation becomes imperative to meet more
rigorous quality standards.

This approach requires universities and organisations to invest in applied research,
a type of research directed primarily “towards a specific, practical aim” (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2015, p. 51). Applied research outcomes are
intended primarily to be valid for possible applications “to products, operations, meth-
ods or systems” (p. 51), which become the object of experimental development,

systematic work, drawing on knowledge gained from research and practi-
cal experience and producing additional knowledge, which is directed to
producing new products or processes or to improving existing products
or processes. (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development,

2015, p. 51)

Based on this understanding, the history of research within the scope of the re-
search programme in quality, innovation and technology applied to journalism has sys-
tematised an applied research method in journalism?. It encompasses various theoreti-
cal and methodological elements focused on understanding how journalism is done in
order to intervene in it with a scientific approach. It aligns theoretical perspectives with
professional practices, developing the foundations and conceptual developments to ad-
dress the normative, technical, and procedural aspects that shape the activity.

The process begins with an initial understanding of what journalism is, from which
problems are formulated, and the applied effort of conceptual and methodological

2 To explore further insights and references on applied research in journalism, consider works by Meditsch and Moreno
(2004), Franciscato (2006), and Machado and Sant’Ana (2014). The description of the concept and method of applied
research in this article echoes fundamental aspects and passages developed in other articles, such as Guerra (2016).
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systematisation seeks to offer an innovative solution. Initially conceptual, this solution
might evolve into an experimental development phase, transforming into a framework
meant for practical implementation, subject to testing, adjustments, and revisions to
validate its efficacy in solving the problem it was designed to solve.

Applied research in journalism is guided by two key principles: the purpose prin-
ciple and the complementarity principle. The purpose principle organises the responsi-
bilities the journalistic institution proposes or is asked to accomplish in society through
agreements and conventions established among interested parties, incorporating qual-
ity requirements pursued by journalistic organisations. The complementarity principle
determines the acknowledgement of various axes that, although addressing distinct and
specific issues, converge in a particular configuration to impart meaning and effective-
ness to the purpose principle. The integration among these axes demonstrates coher-
ence between the formulation of the problem, the proposed solution and the various
types of knowledge used to implement it.

The six axes of the complementarity principle are defined in Table 1 and broken
down according to their application in this article.

AXIS OF THE APPLICATION
COMPLEMENTARITY
PRINCIPLE
Theory Theoretical and methodological foundations outlined in the literature review, in the proposal for a

strategic approach to quality in journalism, the definition of a quality management system (QMS)
and the connections suggested between editorial fundamentals and technological resources, such
as the concepts of “digital journalism in databases” and “structured journalism”

Ethics The primary and secondary requirements proposed (which we will discuss later) derive from
fundamental ethical values inherent in democratic societies aligned with foundational concepts
shaping both the problem and the proposed solutions

Technique The technical procedures have yet to be developed as they are contingent upon the editorial and
technological decisions stemming from the proposed solutions. Advancement in this axis hinges
on consolidating the conceptual understanding of the strategic approach to quality in journalism
and the QMS

Processes The process is envisioned as a production domain defined by parameters set by editorial
management guidelines and standardised requirements outlined by the QMS. Moreover, this
process is connected to technological advancements in software development to manage and
implement its actions and measurements concerning quality

Technology Technology is an essential resource in editorial management, whose functionalities can facilitate
both the quality-oriented management of processes and the measurement of indicators
demonstrating the organisation’s attained quality levels

Sustainability Sustainability is not directly developed, as there are no analyses concerning the investment
and potential return of the QMS proposal and its developments. From the point of view of the
journalistic business model, quality management can elevate both the product quality and the
interested parties’ perception of quality, which contributes to bolstering credibility over the
medium to long term, thereby offering a competitive edge in the market

Table 1. Axis of the complementarity principle related to the problem and solutions developed in this proposal

This work addresses the prevalent problem in contemporary journalism, where-
in the existing model lacks the mechanisms within its processes and products to plan
and demonstrate its effectiveness in delivering credible content. Mere declarations of
commitment to quality are insufficient unless accompanied by measurable outcomes
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demonstrating its excellence. If this situation prevails, there will be no reaction to the
loss of trust and no proactive action to strengthen it.
The proposed solution unfolds in two steps:

1. Conceptual design of a quality management system (QMS) aimed at planning, implementing and as-
sessing quality in journalistic organisations. It aims to simultaneously and complementarily steer
production towards quality, consistently assess outcomes to correct flaws and seek continuous
improvement in journalistic production. Beyond addressing failures, the overarching goal of the
“system” is to attain editorial quality and showcase its positive outcomes in order to give society
and other interested parties reasons to trust its products;

2. The second movement outlines a roadmap for applied research and experimental development es-
sential for implementing the proposed conceptual QMS, seamlessly combining editorial and tech-
nological solutions.

Given the effort to articulate quality with innovation, technology and applied re-
search, the text endeavours to make basic connections and concepts to support this
movement. As such, it intentionally omits certain details due to space constraints. This
proposal will unfold across three sections. The first, a brief literature review, explores
(a) points of convergence between quality requirements across different works and (b)
the alignment of approaches to the different components of a QMS. The direction in
the previous topic will underpin the second topic, the strategic approach to quality in
journalism (SAQ)]), which shapes the contours of the proposed solution, delineating a
conceptual QMS applied to journalistic organisations. The third topic argues that the
QMS concept requires applied research and experimental development to generate the
editorial and technological innovation needed to implement it. These solutions require
innovative editorial and technological competencies, which can form the groundwork for
a new journalistic intelligence.

2. GROUNDS FOR A STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVE ON QUALITY IN JOURNALISM

The acknowledgement that studies on journalism quality encompass diverse
approaches, assessment parameters, and evaluation methods is evident (Santos &
Guazina, 2020). Nevertheless, amidst this diversity, there is a recognition that various
theories and methods face shared challenges. Considering the urgency of this issue for
the future of journalism, there is a call to identify convergence points that will allow the
academic community, organisations and professionals to advance with enhanced sys-
tematisation and deeper insights into the subject matter.

Within its original realm, administration, quality assessment seeks to measure the
levels of suitability of products to the organisation’s internal standards and consumer ex-
pectations, encompassing their perceived quality (Berry & Parasuraman, 1991, as cited in
Slack et al., 1997/2007; Chiavenato, 2007). This endeavour includes various approaches
based on intrinsic (transcendental) excellence, the product, the user, production or value
(Garvin, 1987, as cited in Carvalho, 2005). However, a perception of quality as a strategic
investment for organisations has overtaken specific approaches to quality.
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The strategic approach to quality must consider “broad scenarios that extend be-
yond the organisation itself”, encompassing the entire “external area in which it operates”
(Paladini, 2005, p. 26). This includes suppliers, customers, markets, and competitors,
among others, without excluding the tactical and operational management levels. Pursuing
quality is a guiding principle in organisational action, harmonising internal and external
factors to ensure public recognition and the organisation’s long-term sustainability.

Embracing quality as an operating principle within an organisation requires a man-
agement model that translates this principle into reality. For instance, the quality stand-
ards of the International Organization for Standardization, whose requirements “are ge-
neric and are intended to be applicable to any organisation, regardless of its type or size,
or the products and services it provides” (Associacdo Brasileira de Normas Técnicas,
2015b, p. 1). These standards propose an approach to conceiving and managing quality
that is considered the most effective and can be applied to journalism (Swanepoel, 2012;
Torre & Téramo, 2007).

The challenge is not merely adopting these references but adapting them to a spe-
cific model for journalistic organisations, especially due to a lack of knowledge within
journalism regarding management, processes, and assessment tools ingrained in the
professional and organisational culture. Overcoming this gap is crucial for strategic qual-
ity management.

Fundamental principles outlined by the Brazilian Association of Technical Standards
(Associagdo Brasileira de Normas Técnicas, 2015b, p. 1) will serve as guiding pillars in ad-
dressing this challenge and constructing the proposed model. The goal is to demonstrate,
in two movements, significant indicators of alignment pointing to the viability of this
endeavour: firstly, delineating quality assessment requirements in journalism; secondly,
assessing the suitability of the various studies, to varying degrees, with pertinent aspects
underpinning the SAQ)J proposal advocated here.

2.1. QUALITY REQUIREMENTS IN JOURNALISM: POINTS OF CONVERGENCE

Quiality refers to the extent to which a product meets requirements — stipulated
needs and/or expectations, explicitly stated or implied — which “can be generated by dif-
ferent interested parties or by the organisation itself” (Associagdo Brasileira de Normas
Técnicas, 20153, p. 21). Requirements are fundamental because they establish benchmarks
against which quality is assessed. Within studies focusing on quality in journalism, there
is a diversity that needs to be equated in order to build basic consensus.

This study draws on Santos and Guazina (2020) and Chistofoletti (2010) to illustrate
the convergence between different propositions. Santos and Guazina (2020) conducted a
survey encompassing North American, European, and Latin American studies, and their
analysis mapped the diversity of perspectives on the topic. Chistofoletti (2010) compiled
a list based on interviews with 22 editorial managers from Brazilian companies. Table 2
outlines the requirements they explored, categorised here into affinity groups based on
their initial research.
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AFFINITY GROUPS REQUIREMENTS NUMBER
Group 1. Emphasis on  Acting without government interference; independent; independence; non-partisanship; 6
independence economic independence; editorial independence
Group 2. Emphasis Impartiality (three references); diversity; equity; proportionality; balanced and 10
on impartiality and fair information, reporting alternative perspectives and interpretations in a non-
balance sensationalised and impartial way; plurality (two references); evidence of integrity

(fairness, balance or independence)
Group 3. Emphasis Participatory democracy; contributing to an informed society or media truth; providing 8
on demands of the basis for democratic decision-making processes; public interest; social concern;
democratic societies alertness to risks; social relevance; comprehensive offer of relevant news and general

information about events in society and the world around it
Group 4. Emphasis Accuracy (three references); investigation (two references); depth of investigation; the 18
on truth best version of the truth; objectivity (two references); rigour of reporting; objective

information, in the sense of being factual in form, accurate, honest, sufficiently complete

and true to reality; reliable, in the sense of being verifiable in fact of opinion; clean,

noiseless reporting; zero error rate; good reporting; information and not opinion;

reliability; correctness
Group 5. Emphasis on  Relevance; social relevance; informative zeal or relevance; prioritisation and the 8
relevance relationship between contents; geographical and emotional proximity of the information;

novelty; originality of the subject; meeting the public’s daily information needs
Group 6. Emphasis on  Content of stories; quality of writing; clarity of story; clarity of style; pleasing presentation; 7
product quality of presentation; simplicity
Group 7. Emphasis on  Diverse staff; courageous; expand educated audience; desire to influence opinion leaders; 5
staff profile specialised staff
Group 8. Diversity and  Protection from propaganda and irrational appeals; desire to help; absence of 13
connection to purpose  sensationalism; service to the reader; responsibility; social responsibility; commitment to

the community; context; loyalty; ethics; criticism; alignment with the public; usefulness to

the reader
Group 9. Quality of analysis; attention to context; good stories and interesting characters; elements 15

Miscellaneous,
connection with

that allow the facts to be interpreted; journalistic scoop; interpretation of reality and going
beyond the facts; speed; novelty; differentiated approaches; breadth; credibility; efficiency;

product characteristics  selection of existing and reliable facts and sources; the sources; the choice of agenda

Table 2. Overview of journalistic quality requirements

Note. Based on a literature review by Santos and Guazina (2020) and Christofoletti (2010)

The survey indicates dispersion due to terminological variation among require-
ments, yet it also highlights potential convergence when grouped by affinity.

2.2. PoiNTs OF CONVERGENCE AMONG JOURNALISM STUDIES ON QUALITY AND THE

QUALITY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM

Attaining quality requires a QMS, the set of activities through which an organisation
identifies its objectives and determines the processes and resources needed to attain the
desired outcomes. Journalism studies considered individually explore, to some extent,
aspects relevant to what a QMS requires. However, they do not constitute a system be-
cause they do not encompass a “set of interrelated or interacting elements” (Associacao
Brasileira de Normas Técnicas, 20153, p. 19).

Following, we will outline the seven components of a QMS according to the
Brazilian Association of Technical Standards (Associagdo Brasileira de Normas Técnicas,
2015b) standard, linking them to various types of quality research produced in journal-
ism studies. This comparison aims to illustrate how these research types, while not di-
rectly aligned with the standard, resonate with the concepts it encompasses.
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Context of the organisation: definition of external and internal issues relevant to the organisation’s stra-
tegic direction, which impact its ability to achieve outcomes considering the expectations and needs of
interested parties. Studies on quality in journalism delve into the origin of requirements segmented
by interested parties, falling into two groups. One group focuses on identifying actors directly in-
volved in the production, such as journalists, organisations, academia, the audience and their re-
spective demands for quality (Lacy & Rosenstiel, 2015; Vehkoo, 2009/2010). This group includes
pressures from political and economic actors, for example, as highlighted by Odriozola-Chéné et
al. (2019), based on interviews with Latin American journalists, who express concerns about their
editorial autonomy being compromised by interference in their routines, impacting the quality of
their work. The other group addresses macro-interested parties, including the market, legal system,
media system and the public, along with their demands concerning journalistic products (Bertrand,
1999/2002; Fengler et al., 2014; McQuail, 2003, 2013; Mompart & Sampio, 2013; Pinto & Marinho,
2003). This approach involves mapping interested parties capable of proposing quality require-
ments to guide the work of organisations. However, the requirements stemming from these seg-
ments are often depicted as conflicting or competitive. In this sense, assessing quality from one
perspective could compromise it from another. As a rule, each perspective has its unique approach,
which may diverge or converge with other perspectives. The SAQJ aims to make these requirements
converge as much as possible.

Leadership: establishing purposes, commitments and responsibilities, expressed in the quality policy, focusing
on the customer and interested parties. Torre and Téramo (2007) state that adopting a QMS should
be a decision by the top management of news organisations. Initiatives such as The Trust Project
(2023), Journalism Trust Initiative (Reporters Without Borders, 2021) and News Guard (2023) have
been developed to assess organisations’ commitment to practices and values that increase their
credibility. All these initiatives’ indicators rely on the leadership’s decision within an organisation to
adopt them. In other words, by analysing the availability of the required tools, these studies assess
not just the mere existence of these instruments but the commitment of organisational leaders
toward their adoption.

Planning: includes preceding elements to ensure that the QMS achieves its outcomes, prevents and avoids
adverse effects and fosters improvement. This group encompasses studies suggesting the evaluation
of editorial planning documents, such as writing and style manuals, editorial projects, and charters
of principles, among others, which provide operational guidelines for journalistic organisations.
Examples include works by Rothberg and Garrido (2019), Guerra (2010), Christofoletti (2010) and
Swanepoel (2012).

Support: ensuring the resources, people, infrastructure, environment, monitoring, measurement, and more
for implementing the QMS. This item is explored in works such as that proposed by the labour index
(Pablo & Mateos, 2004, as cited in Mompart & Sampio, 2013), which assesses indicators concern-
ing working conditions provided to professionals or when assessing, for example, the training pro-
cesses offered by organisations to their staff. The journalists interviewed by Odriozola-Chéné et al.
(2019) highlighted that the lack of material resources, leading to insufficient time, tools and even
compromised salaries, also impacts the attainment of minimum quality standards.

Operation: operational planning and control for product provision, requirement determination, customer
communication, critical analysis, product design and development, and related aspects. 1t involves works
directly or indirectly targeting the production process, from the selection of information to its public
dissemination. Gordillo et al. (2013), for example, explain that the Journalistic Added Value method
distinguishes processes from journalistic products and establishes that it is possible to analyse
the process based on the published product (Pellegrini, 2011, as cited in Gordillo et al., 2013). The
research that best focuses on processes is newsmaking studies. However, they do not aim to as-
sess quality, as they use methods that involve becoming deeply embedded within the organisation
to understand the production process internally.

Performance evaluation: encompasses monitoring, measurement, methods, analysis and evaluation, includ-
ing the treatment of outcomes. It is the most developed item in work on quality in journalism, and it
covers three primary areas: requirements (as previously discussed in Section 2.1), the object, and
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the evaluation method, all detailed below. Regarding the object, evaluation objects can be distin-
guished between product and package. The former denotes the specific information unit (a news
article), and the latter encapsulates a set of information units (a programme or edition). These
units exhibit content characteristics (the information) and characteristics related to drafting and
style (the message). There are various classifications, including those by van Cuilemberg (2000,
as cited in Lacy & Rosenstiel, 2015), Rosengren et al. (1996) and the “journalistic index” (Pablos &
Mateos, 2004, as cited in Mompart & Sampio, 2013). Regarding the methods, Lacy and Rosenstiel
(2075) systematised four methods: (a) product analysis, applied to assess political balance, variety
of coverage, and sources, among others; (b) audience preferences, conducted through surveys; (c)
expert judgement, involving surveys with experts, editors, professionals and professional awards;
and (d) indirect indicators, such as financial outcomes, total news/team count; news per agency
service; among others.

Improvement: involves determining opportunities for improvement and implementing the actions needed to
meet client requirements, encompassing corrective action and continuous improvement. Contributions
come in two forms within this context: direct and indirect. Direct, when assessments outline the
desired requirements and encourage their adoption by those assessed, often offering some form
of recognition or reward. For example, The Trust Project (2023), Journalism Trust Initiative (Reporters
Without Borders, 2021) and News Guard (2023) award quality certifications to organisations meet-
ing their indicators. Indirectly, by establishing indicators, every evaluation suggests to those being
evaluated what constitutes a commendable journalistic product according to that evaluation meth-
od. However, unlike direct contributions, indirect ones lack a clear procedure for indicating these
requirements, making it challenging for evaluated organisations to incorporate them effectively.

In summary, the brief analysis of the requirements shows how they converge to-
wards potential consensus parameters despite the diversity of terms. Furthermore, the
relationship between studies on quality in journalism and the components of a QMS
reveals varying degrees of emphasis on complementary aspects when viewed from the
strategic approach perspective.

3. TOWARDS A STRATEGIC APPROACH TO QUALITY IN JOURNALISM

In strategic quality assessment, dealing exclusively with quality assessment is not
enough. It is necessary to consider the QMS, the set of procedures to plan and imple-
ment quality in a given organisation. The assessment is just one facet among a spectrum
of actions that must be strategically orchestrated and executed cohesively. Hence the
notion of “system”.

This topic aims to distil the guidelines outlined in the Brazilian Association of
Technical Standards (Associagdo Brasileira de Normas Técnicas, 2015a) standard for
QMS, offering a roadmap to address the specific demands within journalism.

Figure 1, mapping the external and internal contexts of the organisation, illus-
trates the intricate involvement of diverse QMS components within journalistic activities
(Guerra, 2020).
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Figure 1. Concise diagram outlining the interactions, interested parties, and organisational dynamics
intended to form a quality management system applied to journalistic organisations

Note. Created by the author. An earlier, slightly different version is available in Guerra (2020)

Context of the organisation: Figure 1 expresses the aspects that shape the organisation’s context. It il-
lustrates interested parties expressing their needs and expectations, with varying degrees of influ-
ence determined by economic and political prowess. Market dynamics typically wield significant
influence due to their direct impact on an organisation’s financial viability. In societies with media
regulation systems, interested parties from the public and legal framework axes have strengths that
can counterbalance the strength of the market axis compared to societies that do not have them.
Organisations draw from this interaction the editorial requirements they deem viable to make up
the product they want to offer their audience, the basis for their financial sustainability, while also
meeting the demands of other interested parties, in whole or in part.

Leadership: leaders assume the responsibility of steering the negotiation process internally, using the
filters they deem relevant, such as values, resources, and infrastructure, and applying them to de-
fine the requirements that should shape their journalistic product. Leaders also oversee QMS im-
plementation and provide the operational means to consistently assess the alignment between
production and the defined requirements.

Planning: organisations need to convert the requirements into products, processes and technical speci-
fications, which should provide the references for operating the QMS, both to assess and to guide
production. In Figure 1, planning is expressed by the “editorial management” field, encapsulating
the requirements stemming from the negotiation process with interested parties. Manuals, edito-
rial projects and similar documents are examples of planning already available in organisations.
However, in many cases, they are insufficient because they do not incorporate instruments for
evaluating the performance of the requirements they claim to follow.

Support: necessary to guarantee the means to implement planning actions, such as personnel, training,
facilities and equipment, among others.

Operation: operation stands as the core activity within the organisation. In Figure 1 it is represented by
the processes integral to executing editorial planning. This includes operational planning, editorial
decision-making, executing production stages with their respective deliveries, and employing con-
tent production techniques (research, drafting and editing, for example), among other fundamental
elements in journalistic production.

I0
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Performance evaluation: becomes integral in ensuring that the requirements outlined in editorial plan-
ning are upheld throughout the production cycle, ensuring the quality of the final output. It involves
consistent evaluation mechanisms at each stage of production. For instance, from the outset,
through the sources suggested, the level of diversity within a news story can be gauged, allowing
for corrective interventions to balance any biases. In addition to the process, the organisation must
regularly monitor whether the requirements established in the planning align with stakeholder de-
mands and their perception of quality. A set of evaluation points becomes essential for the QMS
to monitor quality, using pre-established indicators and methods, from the product’s conception
through its production to the degree of satisfaction of those who receive it.

Improvement: the evaluation identifies diverse flaws, necessitating interventions to improve the product.
Some can be remedied with the existing know-how, while others require innovative solutions. Im-
plementing a QMS requires innovation in management, processes and products, aligning common
requirements among interested parties and convergent methods of execution and evaluation.

The design of a QMS applied to journalism requires clarity on the requirements to
be employed, which should guide the entire editorial conception of the product, its pro-
duction processes and its evaluation methods. Regarding the requirements, (a) although
there is a diversity of forms of expression, as illustrated in Table 2, there are identifiable
convergences; (b) they must express, to some extent, shared demands and expectations
among different interested parties. Otherwise, their quality will not resonate with those
whose requirements have not been partially addressed.

The following is a minimum set of requirements reasonably established both in the
theoretical and professional field of journalism and aligned with the normative frame-
work of democratic societies. They represent voluntary, assigned, or contracted responsi-
bilities (McQuail, 2003), which bind the relationship between journalistic organisations
and their various interested parties. Their minimal nature indicates a fundamental core
that garners maximum consensus, from which it is possible to derive, in an aligned man-
ner, complementary requirements to deal with the complexity of the journalistic produc-
tion process.

The requirements are divided into primary and secondary. The primary requirements
stem from the deliverables directly linked to journalism’s most basic responsibility, as ex-
pressed by Kovach and Rosenstiel (2001): “to provide citizens with the information they
need to be free and self-governing” (p. 17). In this sense, three essential requirements
(truth, recentness and relevance) are crucial for journalistic information to connect indi-
viduals with facts, the present moment, and important issues for decision-making2.

The secondary requirements stem from journalism’s integration into a particular
type of society, in this case, democratic societies. Despite the different democratic cul-
tures and modes of institutionalisation that may shape specific journalistic demands
(Anderson, 2014; Cristian, 2009; Strémback, 2005), a core of fundamental values can be
used as a common reference. It is important to note that democratic societies acknowl-
edge that journalism requires classic prerogatives that provide suitable conditions to
fulfil its responsibilities and deliver the expected requirements (Table 3).

3 Due to this text's scope, detailed development of these primary requirement concepts is not possible. For the concept of
“truth”, refer to Gomes (2009); for “recentness”, see Franciscato (2005); for “relevance”, refer to Guerra and Feitoza (2020).
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REQUIREMENTS
PREROGATIVES

PRIMARY SECONDARY
Freedom of expression Truth (Group 4) Autonomy/independence: within democratic and
(information, opinion and criticism) Relevance (Group 5) professional parameters (Group 1)
Freedom of the press or journalistic ~Recentness Public interest: prioritising the public over the private
information (Group 3)
Right to information Respect for people’s dignity: imposing limits on
Safety prerogative use (Group 3)

Plurality and contradiction: addressing legitimate
conflict situations (mediation; Group 2)

Table 3. Set of prerogatives and primary and secondary requirements in democratic societies

The primary and secondary requirements represent convergence points for devel-
oping new and essential requirements for the information (the content) and the mes-
sage (the format). The controlled expansion of requirements ensures coherence and
alignment, integrating them into a QMS to direct the entire journalistic production flow,
as depicted in Figure 2. This process should establish editorial guidelines and specifica-
tions for processes and products aligned with the performance assessment parameters.
Each organisation will incorporate these benchmarks to shape its unique editorial ap-
proach (for an example of how management guidelines unfold in journalistic production
and quality assessment processes, refer to Swanepoel, 2012).

Figure 2. Alignment of requirements to integrate the production process

Once these guidelines have been outlined, specifying the structure of a QMS ap-
plied to journalism and the minimum requirements that should guide it, the next step in-
volves analysing the challenges for its implementation in journalistic organisations. This
requires a coordinated effort between editorial conception, ensuring parameter align-
ment (Figure 2), and technology to guarantee its implementation (Figure 3).

12
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Figure 3. Structured requirements for a quality management system generate parameters for a
computerised editorial production management system focused on quality

4. STRATEGIC APPROACH TO QUALITY IN JOURNALISM, APPLIED RESEARCH AND
INNOVATION IN JOURNALISM

As has already been pointed out, there is no available know-how to implement a
QMS along the lines outlined here at the current stage of the journalism industry. No
clearly defined parameters, metrics or technical and technological tools can integrate
the current production and evaluation processes. In other words, news organisations
produce content without generating quality indicators that could certify compliance with
declared requirements to themselves and all their interested parties.

In the previous section, an effort was made to outline (a) a clear set of require-
ments open for validation by interested parties and (b) a QMS capable of systematising
the requirements from their origins through the internal processes of definition, plan-
ning, execution, evaluation and improvement.

The challenge for journalism, as an academic field and an industrial sector, lies
in developing more advanced know-how than is currently available to enable accurate
editorial planning rooted in requirements endorsed by relevant interested parties, the
establishment of production processes guided by verifiable and measurable parameters
and evaluation processes anchored in the same parameters.

As highlighted earlier, this can only be achieved through applied research and ex-
perimental development. Assuming that the primary and secondary requirements pre-
sented briefly are acknowledged by the interested parties with some degree of consen-
sus, applied research in journalism has three main axes of practical problems to tackle:

3
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Producing diagnoses: (a) which evaluation methods are capable — internally and externally — of gaug-
ing and measuring satisfaction levels regarding editorial management, processes, and journalistic
products?; (b) which problems identified by these methods need to be addressed?

Development of editorial solutions: (a) develop appropriate evaluation methods to measure require-
ments in editorial management, processes, products and with interested parties; (b) seek innova-
tive solutions to address the problems identified and devise management tools, implementing
processes and new products in which the presence of requirements is measurable and evident;

Development of technological solutions: (a) develop software capable of implementing editorial man-
agement, production processes and product presentation, focusing on quality and equipped with
performance metrics available across the workflow, from planning to product delivery.

Effectively addressing the three axes of problems requires a cohesive approach.
The previous topics made partial progress on the first two. This one emphasises the
third axis, crucial for seamlessly integrating the first two into a news organisation. This
will require overcoming “the lack of an elaborate ‘metadata culture’ in information man-
agement within editorial workflows” (Pellegrini, 2012, as cited in Lima Junior & Oliveira,
2017), among other challenges, such as the lack of information structuring in the plan-
ning, management and implementation of journalistic products.

To this end, DJDB holds significant untapped potential that “emerges due to the
advantages provided by DB [databases] in constructing and managing journalistic web-
sites and structuring and presenting content” (Barbosa, 2008, p. 91). The author points
out 18 functions the DJDB can implement, focusing on internal product management,
investigative processes, contextualisation, information structuring, news drafting, data
retrieval, and content presentation. Such possibilities enable the development of pub-
lishing systems that incorporate reporting, message drafting, and content editing sub-
systems (Schwingel, 2012). Leveraging these technological resources can significantly
enhance the quality of journalism.

Creating a QMS for journalism, according to the specifications outlined here, will
require rethinking the journalistic production process to leverage the available DJDB
functionalities. It will require a connection with so-called “structured journalism”,

a novel digital journalism trend that contemplates reuse, data accumula-
tion, revision, and comparing current and archived information. It is de-
fined as a system in which database-like storage and access to information
is combined with the potential for exploitation and dissemination of digital
journalism. (Freixa et al., 2017, p. 1076)

The existing technology for developing computerised systems is necessary but insuf-
ficient because it depends on journalism’s conceptual and operational systematisation,
which provides the parameters. This underscores the need for journalism to undergo a
reconfiguration based on a well-defined requirements matrix and for the implementation
and monitoring to be structured through a QMS. Without this structured framework, any
attempt to develop software capable of implementing this proposal would likely fall short
in effectiveness.

14



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023
The Strategic Approach to Quality in_Journalism: Innovation, Technology and Applied Research - Josenildo Luiz Guerra

Figure 3 illustrates this principle. The definition of primary and secondary require-
ments should guide the flow of journalistic production through a QMS, which structures
the requirements, the processes for obtaining them and the monitoring metrics that will
define the parameters of a quality-orientated information system, whose technological
viability is inscribed in the possibilities of structured journalism and D)DB.

Qualijor (Guerra, 2016), a software designed to streamline the flow of quality-ori-
entated journalistic production, is an example of such an endeavour. Figure 4 illustrates
how the software works on the editorial process flow screen. It outlines the basic steps
for assessing relevance and plurality based on matrices that act as editorial planning
tools. The system is designed to generate real-time production indicators based on in-
formation journalists provide regarding news values, topics and sources. These proce-
dures, which are manual in the current version of the software, can be implemented with
the help of artificial intelligence.

Figure 4. Operational overview of Qualijor, software that incorporates quality indicators
into the management of the journalistic production process

5
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The system incorporates fundamental aspects of structured journalism and D)DB
but is at an early stage for professional application. Nevertheless, the concepts outlined
in this article have been partially implemented. This technological possibility makes qual-
ity-orientated journalism feasible in the terms presented here, under significantly better
conditions than in the past.

5. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The current crisis in journalism’s business model and credibility underscores the
critical need for quality. However, there is no consistent movement in the sector to provide
journalism with a robust structure to promote and evaluate editorial quality. This article
advocates two approaches focused on applied research and experimental development:

Creating a QMS based on an SAQ). This requires reframing the concept of quality, not merely about
evaluating individual products or processes, but conceiving quality as a system, the organisation’s
efforts to promote and implement quality in its processes and products. It involves defining evalu-
ation requirements and metrics to guide production, from the initial editorial concept to delivering
the final product to the audience and society.

The second strategy involves leveraging the technological possibilities within DJDB and structured
journalism. This aims to create content management and publishing software that enables the
implementation of the QMS within journalistic organisations tailored to their specific professional
practices.

The proposals outlined here are still being determined. They certainly require many
interventions to promote adjustments, improvements and the incorporation of new re-
sources. These actions involve academic, professional and business sectors, among
other interested parties.

Both movements demand innovation. The current editorial model lacks metrics
and rigorous methods for measuring the quality claimed by organisations, failing to up-
hold the trust placed by society in these professionals and companies. The first move-
ment requires editorial innovation and the second calls for technological innovation.
Their collaboration can yield a new journalistic intelligence essential for implementing
the SAQJ and addressing the contemporary challenges in journalism.

Translation: Anabela Delgado
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ABSTRACT

This article uses a term search to describe how academic work on the relationship be-
tween journalism and quality has evolved. It relies on a bibliometric study and content analysis
of the Scopus database. Using the VOSviewer tool, this article presents automated analyses of
the Scopus system and network maps that pertain to article terms. The goal is to outline scien-
tific production’s features and the impact of research on quality journalism identifying emerging
trends in this research area. The study sample consists of 971 research articles published be-
tween 1939 and 2022, specifically focusing on social sciences articles across various languages,
indexed in Scopus.

The findings suggest a rising interest in journalism quality within analysed scientific jour-
nals, especially in the 21st century, predominantly in Western countries, despite a growing trend
in Eastern countries. The United States is the primary source for articles, citations, and first au-
thors. Additionally, the three journals publishing most on journalism quality are of Anglo-Saxon
origin. Research clusters are developed on the object of study outside this axis, led by Spanish
and Portuguese scientific production. The bibliometric analysis also shows the evolution of top-
ics related to journalism quality.

KEYwoRrDS
journalism quality, Scopus, bibliometric study, content analysis

ESTUDO BIBLIOMETRICO SOBRE JORNALISMO
DE QUALIDADE NA BASE DE DADOS Scorus:
EvoLucAo DO TEMA E CARACTERISTICAS

ReEsumo

Este artigo pretende descrever a evolugdo da produgdo académica sobre o bindmio jor-
nalismo e qualidade, a partir do estudo bibliométrico e analise de contetido da base de dados
Scopus, através de busca do termo. Para tal, s3o apresentadas andlises automatizadas do siste-
ma Scopus e mapas das redes sobre os termos dos artigos, através da ferramenta VOSviewer. O
objetivo é descrever as caracteristicas da producdo cientifica e o impacto da pesquisa no campo
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de estudo do jornalismo de qualidade e identificar tendéncias neste campo de pesquisa. A amos-
tra do estudo é composta por 971 artigos de pesquisa publicados entre os anos de 1939 e 2022
e indexados na Scopus, levados em consideragdo apenas artigos de pesquisa publicados na drea
de ciéncias sociais em qualquer idioma.

Os resultados indicam que o interesse sobre a qualidade do jornalismo cresce nas revistas
cientificas analisadas a partir do século XX| e com predominincia de paises ocidentais, apesar
da tendéncia de crescimento nos paises orientais. Os Estados Unidos sdo a origem do maior
numero de artigos, de citacdes e de primeiros autores; as trés revistas que mais publicam sobre
qualidade do jornalismo também s3o anglo-saxénicas. Ha desenvolvimento de clusters de investi-
gacdes sobre o objeto de estudo fora desse eixo, capitaneados pela producio cientifica espanhola
e portuguesa. A andlise bibliométrica também mostra a evolucdo dos temas relacionados com a
qualidade do jornalismo.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

qualidade do jornalismo, Scopus, estudo bibliométrico, andlise de contetido

1. INTRODUCTION

The quality of journalism plays a pivotal role in maintaining the field’s credibility, in-
forming the public and shaping public opinion. The concept of quality of journalism is fre-
quently linked to the quality of the information it provides through news. Thus, ensuring
that the information reported is accurate, objective and based on verifiable facts, without
deliberate distortion, is essential. In this context, the relevance of the information to the
public, the thoroughness of coverage and the clarity of the language used to communi-
cate the information understandably are essential considerations. Consequently, scien-
tific articles frequently discuss the media’s adherence to accuracy, relevance, impartiality,
clarity, and depth of information presented (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2021; McQuail, 2010).

However, understanding the concept of quality in journalism extends beyond news
content; it encompasses processes, information accuracy, the journalistic business, and
the media. In information science studies, quality or knowledge is perceived as a com-
modity, subject to development, acquisition, ownership, or trade, considering objective
and subjective facets of information. Ferreira (2011), for example, identified what infor-
mation quality is in journal articles and proceedings of scientific events in the field of
information sciences, communication and journalism in English between 1974 and 2009.
They identified 101 attributes, condensed into 40 quality attributes grouped under three
broad categories: “medium”, “content”, and “use”. In communication science stud-
ies, there is a tension between longstanding concepts of quality, such as the diversity of
sources or polyphony, thematic variety, advocating citizenship and reflecting the public
debate (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996), and concepts borrowed from information sciences
(Tuominen et al., 2005) and introduced into the communication sciences through dig-
itisation and convergence within the journalistic field during the 21st century (Jenkins,
2006; Salaverria Aliaga et al., 2010). Finally, the quality of information in journalism can
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be defined as the professional activity of compiling, analysing and disseminating current
information, adhering to legal regulations and codes of ethics (Society of Professional
Journalists, 2014), as well as the business aspects of their activity (Sdnchez, 2015).
Assessing the quality of journalism should consider these dimensions, which mark or
determine its limits, restrictions and requirements.

This article illustrates how quality journalism is researched in scientific journals
indexed on the Scopus platform. This way, it aims to identify the prevalent themes re-
lated to the object of study, trace its evolution over the last few decades, and scrutinise
the nationality of the authors and the origin of the articles, ultimately contributing to the
current understanding of journalism and quality. The results of the research analysis are
organised into two sections. The first section delves into the findings of the quantitative
analysis, and the second section elaborates on relationships and co-occurrences using
visualisation maps generated by the VOSviewer software.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In an overview of the subject of this article, Meyer's (2002) work stands out as a
significant milestone in studying the accuracy and reliability of news information. Meyer's
emphasis on rigorous research techniques underscores their crucial role in ensuring the
quality of journalistic reports, thereby contributing significantly to the methodological un-
derpinnings of quality journalism.

Alternate perspectives on media-provided information quality emphasise accuracy,
objectivity, and clarity as pivotal components in determining the quality of journalism
(Weaver & Wilhoit, 2020). Their comprehensive analyses have contributed to understand-
ing the ethical and professional benchmarks that uphold press credibility. Blumler and
Gurevitch (2002) underscore the significance of source diversity, polyphony, and represent-
ing public discourse in bolstering the quality of journalism and fostering active citizenship.

In the 21st century, Boczkowski (2005) explores how digitisation and convergence
within journalism shape both the production and consumption of news, thereby influenc-
ing the quality of journalism in this century. McQuail (2010) is another reference on the
quality of journalism, addressing the relevance of information to the public and the need
for news coverage transcending mere factual reporting, delving deeper into issues to pro-
mote a comprehensive understanding of events.

Moreover, Mcquail (2010) had previously outlined five quality values for the media:
freedom, equality, diversity, truth and quality of information, and social order and solidarity.
Meanwhile, Bogart (2004) assesses the quality of newspapers based on factors like source
diversity, multiple perspectives, vigilant reporting, and providing contextualised news.

The media’s public quality has the potential to elucidate democratic values for spec-
tators and listeners (Dagger, 1997). Specifically in the United States, public journalism has
been proposed as a means to improve the quality of the American press by reconnecting
newsrooms with their readers, listeners and viewers, promoting citizen engagement in the
pursuit of shared values and tangibly improving the press (Rosen, 2000).
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Quality in communication can manifest prominently within popular journalism
(Meijer, 2001), wherein it upholds attributes such as defending democracy, ensuring the
independence of the journalist or information producer, maintaining rationality in opinions
and content, and prioritising information quality. Conversely, the quality of information
can be compromised within major news outlets (Christofoletti, 2008), especially when the
communications sector experiences monopolisation, restricting information diversity to a
handful of providers, a phenomenon exacerbated by the convergence and digitisation of
communications.

Among the various approaches to achieving quality in journalism, certain fundamen-
tal elements play a crucial role in providing citizens with the information they need to
be free and self-governing: truth, loyalty to citizens, verification discipline, independence,
impartial oversight of power, fostering public discourse, delivering meaningful, engaging,
and pertinent information, ensuring comprehension and proportionality, and upholding
freedom of conscience (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2021). Similarly, these attributes emerge as
parameters for journalism: truthfulness, communicability, plurality, freedom, socio-refer-
entiality, intelligibility and transmissibility (Benedeti, 2009).

Listening carefully to news users could expand the scope of journalism’s narrative
and democratic repertoire (Meijer, 2013). Contemporary audiences seek involvement in the
journalistic process and expect a more refined reflection of their circumstances, experienc-
es, concerns and interests. Rather than focusing solely on media content or its intended
purpose, media users often respond based on the daily impact of media. The “quality of
life” concept emerges as a normative standard for value journalism.

Yet, scholars of journalism and professional journalists focus in particular
on the quality of journalistic content and by extension on the quality of the
production conditions of news. Audience research plays a marginal role in
journalism studies. This may be partly due to the implicit or explicit assump-
tion that a concern with quality is hard to reconcile with an audience perspec-
tive. (...) Although professional journalists are well aware of the increasing
relevance of ratings, hits, shares and circulation figures, many in fact consider
the mounting attention paid to audiences as one of the signs and causes of

the gradual loss of journalistic quality. (Meijer, 2013, pp. 754—755)

Slow journalism offers an alternative to quality journalism, adopting an approach
more aligned with the epistemological possibilities of postmodern culture (Harbers,
2016). This implies an aggregative truth rooted in open moral foundations, as journalists
guide readers through relevant information, research, observation and experimentation
with reality.

They are structured around the mediating subjectivity of the journalists and
are thus openly subjective. Yet, they also draw on empirical research and

scientific knowledge. Moreover, they are transparent about the reporting
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process, which through their reflection becomes an integral part of the story
itself. Thus, being transparent about their combination of different forms of
knowledge, rooted in more traditional rational-positivistic inquiry as well as
in personal experience and emotion, they try to reconcile the tension between

the modernist and postmodernist claims to truth. (Harbers, 2016, p. 494)

Thus, the debate on the quality of journalism touches on the interest of various
scholars and professionals, according to Lacy and Rosenstiel (2015), in three approach-
es: identifying the characteristics of quality-oriented news organisations, identifying the
content attributes that reflect the output of these organisations, and analysing engage-
ment data to see what kind of quality resonates with audiences. In this way, the research-
ers suggest common characteristics of content quality: quality of presentation, reliability,
diversity, depth and breadth of information, comprehensiveness, public affairs, and geo-
graphical relevance.

Meanwhile, although the quality of journalism has been widely defined and as-
sessed by professionals and researchers using a product approach, other perceptions on
the subject vary in their approaches to determining the object of study beyond content.
There are different directions or poles of interest regarding the quality of journalism
(Pinto & Marinho, 2003): quality as a trait of the organisation and the product, quality
perceived as a public service and quality seen as a strategic investment. With this, these
authors identify quality in the enhanced organisational efficiency and effectiveness with
the proposition of attributing more value to the time and money spent by consumers,
the provision of a service aimed at citizens to improve their understanding of the public
space and reinforce democracy, and the articulation of the idea of quality with the idea of
business, highlighting that quality sells and can be a worthwhile investment. Accordingly,
they propose six dimensions for research into quality in journalism: sources of informa-
tion, multimedia companies and groups, conditions and characteristics of the journal-
ism profession, journalistic production, technologies, audiences and communication
and information policies.

A decade later, the different perspectives on what constitutes quality journalism
have been revisited, with different agendas and backgrounds of scholars and profes-
sionals interested in the topic. While the academic literature examines the quality of
journalism from the production and product side, Lacy and Rosenstiel (2015) propose
the demand approach, which assesses content attributes based on how well they meet
an individual’s information needs and desires. Ultimately, the quality assessment would
be based on the individual’'s motive for accessing and consuming journalism, which may
differ depending on their information interests and psychological needs.

As such, combining the demand and product approaches can generate new ways
of understanding the quality of journalism. Whereas the demand approach assesses
the quality of journalism based on consumers’ perceptions of how well journalism
meets their needs and wants, the product approach assumes that there are inherent
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characteristics of messages that can be changed to improve the quality of the content
(Lacy & Rosenstiel, 2015).

3. METHODOLOGY

This research methodology is quantitative, using a bibliometric study and content
analysis. The content analysis aims to describe the evolution of academic production on
the relationship between journalism and quality. Specifically, it seeks to outline the fea-
tures of scientific production and the impact of research on quality journalism. This study
will be combined with a bibliometric analysis to identify trends in this field of research.

The quantitative content analysis is descriptive, and the data was extracted from
Scopus (the bibliometric analysis also uses the same database). The categories analysed
are those covered by Scopus. This study analysed the following: the article’s authorship,
the authors’ country of origin, the article’s title, the year of publication, the journal’s
name, the journal’s origin and the article’s keywords.

Bibliometric analysis is a research method used to evaluate and quantify academic
and scientific production in a specific field, aiming to understand trends, patterns and
the influence of research in a given domain. In this case, the analysis is based on the
model by Sharifi et al. (2021) and adapted to the needs of this research. There are two
stages to the analysis: (a) creating the database and (b) analysing the data using Excel
and VOSviewer. These stages can be divided into the following phases:

1. ldentifying the database: the Scopus database was selected as the data source for this study because
it is considered one of the most complete and up-to-date databases within scientific research.

2. Defining the search: an exhaustive and rigorous search was run using the keywords “journalism” and
“quality”, as well as Boolean operators such as “and”, which are logical operators that connect words
to broaden or narrow the results.

3. Selecting the articles: articles that met the inclusion criteria established for the study were selected,
including research articles published in social sciences journals. The aim was to provide an evolution-
ary description of the subject, so articles published between 1936 and 2022 were researched.

4. Extracting data: the data was extracted according to the possibilities of Scopus, and descriptive data
on the articles was recorded, such as title, authorship, journal, year of publication, keywords, abstract,
citations received, academic affiliations and research funds, among others. With the data extracted
from Scopus, two databases were created: one in Excel for the quantitative content analysis and an-
other in CSV format (a file that divides the values by commas) to conduct the bibliometric analysis
with VOSviewer.

5. Quantitative content analysis: a descriptive analysis of the data was undertaken to provide an over-
view of the selected articles’ properties, such as the evolution of the publications over time, the arti-
cles’ languages, the author’s country of origin (first author), complemented by qualitative observa-
tions to understand the specific contribution of the authors who sign more than three articles indexed
in Scopus, the main journals that publish on the subject and the publications’ language of origin.

6. Bibliometric analysis (co-occurrences): VOSviewer was used to analyse the co-occurrence between
words, or in other words, the occurrence of words or terms together extracted from the keywords of
the articles in the sample. The aim was to determine how often the two topics were included together.
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7. Interpreting the results: finally, the results obtained from the analyses conducted in Excel and
VOSviewer were interpreted. It was possible to draw conclusions on the state of research into quality
journalism, identify possible research gaps and establish areas for future research.

It is important to emphasise that “when using bibliometric indicators, ( ...) indica-
tors do not usually provide an exact measurement of the concept of interest, but can only
provide approximate information” (Waltman & Noyons, 2018, p. 4).

The study sample comprises 971 research articles published between 1939 and
2022 and indexed in Scopus. As mentioned above, only research articles published in
the social sciences, in any language, were considered.

4. FINDINGS

4.1. QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS FINDINGS

Scientific production on quality and journalism in the field of social sciences has
grown since 2006 (Figure 1). However, the growth is not uniform; there is no discernible
pattern: some years show a lower number of articles in Scopus than the previous year;
for example, in 2017, 63 research articles were indexed, while in 2018, there were 86, and
in 2019, it fell 67.
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Figure 1. Evolution of the number of articles published on journalism and quality by year

The graph in Figure 1 shows the evolution of interest in the topic, which is a re-
cent interest in the field of social sciences, considering the sample. About 39% of the
registered publications are condensed into four years (2018, 2020, 2021 and 2022). It is
worth noting that the highest number of publications identified per year on journalism
and quality refers to the three years of the COVID-19 pandemic. The study on journalistic
quality is presumably related to the coverage of the coronavirus.
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The articles are written in 25 languages, most of them Western: English, Spanish,
Russian, German, Portuguese, French, Swedish, Chinese, Dutch, Hungarian, Croatian,
Polish, Italian, Norwegian, Arabic, Lithuanian, Slovenian, Afrikaans, Finnish, Japanese,
Latvian, Malay, Slovak, Turkish and Catalan. Some articles are also bilingual: in English
and Spanish (0.9%), in English and French (0.1%) and in English and Portuguese (0.1%).

Table 1 shows the countries of origin (affiliation) of the first authors of the articles
analysed (countries with 10 or more articles). To complement this data, we identified the
authors who topped the rankings of published articles (authors with more than three
articles) and noted qualitative and general observations about their scientific careers.
The first detailed finding is that the United States has the highest number of first au-
thors identified in the articles, representing 23% of the sample. Among this percentage,
the scientific production of the scholar Jesse Abdenour (University of Oregon) stands
out. His research interests analyse the production of quality information on non-fiction,
its effective communication and the identification of solutions to maintain quality de-
spite social crisis contexts. Secondly, the work of Scott Reinardy (University of Kansas),
who has dedicated most of his research to studying the transformations in journal-
ists’ production routines following digital convergence and the various actions that the
profession has faced despite precarious conditions. Lastly, Anya Schiffrin’s (Columbia
University, School of International and Public Affairs) research on the media in Africa is
a benchmark; she also published the book Global Muckraking: 100 Years of Investigative
Journalism From Around the World (New Press) in 2018, which compiles a series of iconic
investigative reports. Work by authors from the Spanish scientific community came in
second place, with 18% of the top subscriptions. Within this community, the work of
three scholars stands out: Manuel Goyanes (Universidad Carlos Il de Madrid), Juan
Carlos Sudrez Villegas (Universidad de Sevilla) and Alba Cérdoba-Cabus (Universidad
de Malaga). Manuel Goyanes is a reference in analysing business models in the jour-
nalism sector; he is currently conducting studies to understand the motivations that
lead readers to pay for information from online media. For his part, Juan Carlos Sudrez
Villegas deals with journalistic ethics, informational pluralism, accountability and jour-
nalism. Meanwhile, Alba Cérdoba-Cabus conducted several research studies on disin-
formation and data journalism. Finally, from the United Kingdom, with 7%, we highlight
the contribution of |. Lewis (Cardiff University) and his studies on politics, journalism,
public opinion and audiences.
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COUNTRY NUMBER OF PUBLICATIONS
United States 224
Spain 175
United Kingdom 67
Germany 57
Australia 53
Russia 41
The Netherlands 34
No data 27
Canada 18
Sweden 15
Finland 14
Denmark 12
Brazil 10
Colombia 10

Table 1. Country of origin of the subscribing first authors (10 or more articles)

In total, 142 international journals published articles on journalism and quality from
1939 to 2022. Table 2 shows the 15 journals that publish the most. It should be noted
that their scientific output represents 44% of the articles in this study’'s sample. Three
Anglo-Saxon journals ranked in the top three regarding the highest number of published
articles (Journalism Studies, Journalism Practice and Journalism).

JOURNAL NUMBER OF
PUBLICATIONS
Journalism Studies 74
Journalism Practice 55
Journalism 52
Profesional de la Informacion 42
Estudios Sobre el Mensaje Periodistico 38
Digital Journalism 34
Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly 22
Australian Journalism Review 18
Revista Latina de Comunicacion Social 16
Journalism and Mass Communication Educator 16
Media and Communication 15
International Journal of Communication 13
Pacific Journalism Review 10
Comunicar 10
Communication and Society 10

Table 2. Number of articles published per journal (10 or more articles)
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Journalism Studies has been a prominent reference in journalism research for 23
years, covering theoretical, methodological, ethical, sociological and cultural perspectives.
Journalism is another internationally relevant journal, launched in 2000, that publishes
journalism studies from economic, political, and social approaches. Meanwhile, Journalism
Practice has published studies on the nature of journalistic practices, their evolution, ethics
and the impact of technological convergence for 16 years. On the other hand, five Spanish
journals are included in this ranking of the journals that have published the most on quality
and journalism in Scopus. Their articles account for 12% of the publications on the subject.

For a more in-depth analysis, the magazines that dealt the most with quality in jour-
nalism were grouped according to region and country. Furthermore, adding the category
“year” from 2000 to 2022 provided an evolutionary analysis of this section. The period was
chosen because it offered the most significant data on quality in journalism. As a result, the
three clusters obtained were magazines of Portuguese, English and Spanish origin.

The graph in Figure 2 expresses the evolution of the journals’ clusters of origin. It
shows that the greatest scientific production is concentrated in Anglo-Saxon journals, fol-
lowed by Spanish and Portuguese journals. Anglo-Saxon journals have two major peaks,
one in 2018 and the other in 2022. To contextualise the information, it is worth mentioning
that in 2018, the United Kingdom exited the European Union (Brexit).

Figure 2. Number of articles published by journal origin

The Anglo-Saxon journal cluster has grown since 2020, coinciding with the onset of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Conversely, production in the Portuguese and Spanish clusters
declined in 2021. The decrease persisted until 2022 for the Portuguese cluster, while the
Spanish cluster experienced renewed growth during the same period.

Regarding the Portuguese cluster, the data stems from the findings of Media and
Communication, an open-access journal operated by Cogitatio Press, exclusively pub-
lished in English. In the case of the Spanish cluster, the data relies on publications origi-
nating from Spain, available in both Spanish and English.
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Analysing the most frequent words in the keywords of the articles reveals a the-
matic focus on research connecting quality journalism and media-produced information,
notably concerning human health, medical topics, and care-related issues (Table 3).

Torics TotaL
Health 72
Humans 70
Medical 54
Publication 50
Research 42
Media 39
Information 38
Quality 37
Journalism 35
Article 32
Mass 31
Analysis 31
United 27
Care 23
State 22
Social 21
Public 20
Education 19
Controlling 18
Pattern 15
Paper 14
Medicine 14
Topic 13
Literature 12
Communication 12
Studying 1
Learning n
Medium 10
Disease 10
Attitude 10

Table 3. Most frequent words in the keywords of the articles
To a smaller degree, the article keywords are related to education, learning, and

exploring the role of journalism or mass media in fostering quality within the journal-
ism sphere.
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4.2. BIBLIOMETRIC ANALYSIS OUTCOMES

The bibliometric analysis used VOSviewer software and focussed on studying key-
word co-occurrences. It is important to emphasise that the information derived from
the analysis tool should be perceived as an analysis of trends and approximations rather
than exact scenarios.

VOSviewer grouped the keywords into four clusters (yellow, red, blue and green), as
illustrated in Figure 3. The most important node is “journalism”.

Figure 3. Keyword co-occurrence analysis

The clusters formed through co-occurrences indicate frequently associated terms.
Figure 3 shows the articles’ keywords recurrently related to the word “journalism”. The
clusters are listed below, detailing the words with 20 or more occurrences:

«  Cluster 1 (21 keywords): represented mostly in green, featuring the keywords “digital journalism”
(39 occurrences) and “online journalist” (28 occurrences);

«  Cluster 2 (18 keywords): in red, the keywords “quality” (28 occurrences), “content analysis” (27 oc-
currences), “communication” (21 occurrences), “news quality” (21 occurrences), “quality journal-
ism” (21 occurrences) and “data journalist” (20 occurrences) were identified;

«  Cluster 3 (13 keywords): mainly expressed in yellow, “media” (40 occurrences), “social media” (40
occurrences) and “democracy” (21 occurrences);

«  Cluster 4 (10 keywords): represented in blue, “human” (33 occurrences), “mass media” and “hu-

mans” (29 occurrences each) and “internet” (25 occurrences).

These outcomes with more co-occurrences highlight that the theme of “quality”
primarily aligns with the elements in Cluster 2, notably connecting to keywords such as
“content analysis”, “communication”, “news quality”, “quality journalism”, and “data
journalist”. These findings suggest that the articles focus on studies using content analy-
sis to examine the quality of news, communication, and data journalism.
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To gain deeper insight into the behaviour of keywords specifically associated with
the term “journalism”, a dedicated Cluster 2 map was generated (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Co-occurrence analysis of the keywords included in Cluster 2

The map in Figure 4 depicts the relationships between the items and their signifi-
cance (expressed by the thickness of the lines, as in the link between “journalism”, “de-
mocracy”, and “news”). Among the keywords associated with “quality” and “quality of
information” (shown in green), the closest connections emerge with terms like “digital
media”, “credibility”, “journalist”, “artificial intelligence”, “COVID-19", “data journalism”,
and “sports journalism”. This data suggests a noticeable trend in the scientific commu-
nity's interest in studying information quality in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic,
exploring aspects like information quality concerning journalists and artificial intelligence.

The keywords “quality journalism” and “news value” (in red) are linked to “objectiv-
ity”, “media role”, “television”, “science journalism”, “sources”, “content analysis”, and
“Germany”. In this case, the keywords are predominantly related to the quality of journal-

istic information from the mass media, such as television, news values and sources.

5. SYSTEMATISATION

The study underscores a remarkable evolution in academic production on jour-
nalism and quality, notably impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, as highlighted by the
prevalent occurrence of words like “health”, “humans”, and “medical” in the articles’
keywords (Table 3).

3
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This research provides a quantitative analysis of the academic production indexed
in Scopus on journalism and quality, covering the period from 1939 to 2022. The graphi-
cal representation (Figure 1) highlights a growing interest in this domain within the so-
cial sciences, particularly evident since 2006. However, the growth is not uniform, show-
ing significant fluctuations over the years. In the year 2017, for example, the number of
articles decreased, while between 2018 and 2022, it increased substantially, followed by a
remarkable surge during the years coinciding with the COVID-19 pandemic (2020, 2021,
and 2022).

The prevalence of Anglo-Saxon journals and the correlation between journalistic
quality and current events are prominent findings. However, the presence of Spanish au-
thors serves as a notable counterbalance to this academic hegemony. The authors men-
tioned in the Spanish context stand out for the variety of approaches in their studies, en-
compassing deontological aspects of journalism, business models and disinformation.

Table 1 provides an overview of the geographical distribution of scientific produc-
tion, prominently showcasing the United States as the frontrunner, trailed by Spain and
the United Kingdom. Notably, the prevalence of articles in Western languages under-
scores the dominance of the Western scientific community in this field.

Finally, Table 2 outlines the most prolific journals in this domain, particularly em-
phasising Anglo-Saxon publications. This concentration is mirrored in the journal origin
clusters (Figure 2), where Anglo-Saxon journals lead, followed by Spanish and Portuguese
journals. A temporal analysis of these clusters highlights a consistent growth in Anglo-
Saxon journals, especially after 2020, aligning with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The bibliometric analysis delves deeper into these trends, highlighting particular
thematic areas and relationships among keywords. This integrated approach provides a
more comprehensive understanding of the academic landscape around journalism and
quality, laying a solid foundation for future research endeavours.

The same bibliometric analysis, now examined with the VOSviewer software, fo-
cuses on keyword co-occurrences and co-authorships by country. Figure 3 shows four

” o ” o«

primary clusters, spotlighting keywords such as “digital journalism”, “quality”, “content
analysis”, “communication” and “quality journalism”. These clusters indicate key the-
matic areas within the field of study.

Figure 4, drawn from Cluster 2, looks closer at the relationship between specific
keywords related to “quality”. Terms such as “digital media”, “credibility”, “data jour-
nalism”, and “COVID-19” stand out, indicating a significant correlation between quality
studies and contemporary issues such as the pandemic.

The keywords “quality journalism” and “news quality” are linked with “objectiv-
ity”, “ media role”, “television”, and “news values”, underscoring a focus on assessing
the quality of journalistic information within the mass media. This bibliometric analysis
complements the quantitative approach, providing additional insights into the trends

and thematic connections in academic production on journalism and quality.
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6. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The quantitative findings show that scientific production related to quality and jour-
nalism is a relatively recent focus within the social sciences, with a surge observed from
2000 onwards, concentrating 44% of the published articles during this period. However,
the growth is inconsistent, with some years displaying comparatively lower scientific pro-
duction on this subject. The hegemony of production and citations on quality journalism
in journals indexed by Scopus remains primarily with Anglo-Saxon countries, articles,
and authors from the so-called “Global North”. Approximately 97% of the articles are
originally published in English.

However, it is encouraging to note some mobility at the centre of the debate over
the last 20 years, particularly in the cultural-linguistic axis of scientific output on the
object of study, based on productions whose authors are not from English-speaking,
Western or wealthy nations. In fact, the quantitative outcomes underscore the essential
role of the Spanish scientific community in this scientific production, with 18% of the pri-
mary authors originating from Spain and 14% of the main journals that have published
on the subject also being Spanish. In this sense, Spanish scientific contributions chal-
lenge, to a certain extent, the hegemony of the Anglo-Saxon approach.

Nearly half of the scientific production aligns with the publication standards and
selection criteria of only 15 journals, representing a mere 10% of the total journals ad-
dressing this subject. At first glance, this concentration might suggest a poorly diversi-
fied panorama.

It is interesting to observe how the concept of “quality” aligns with the prevalent
themes during the period when the collected articles were produced, such as the height-
ened interest observed between 2020 and 2022 (13% of the total sample) coinciding
with the years of the COVID-19 pandemic. This observation is further substantiated by
the thematic analysis of keywords, indicating a notable prevalence of the words “health”,
“humans”, and “medical”. Additionally, the bibliometric analysis underscores the cor-
relation between the keywords “quality” and “quality of information” with “COVID-19”,
among other identified cases. However, this hypothesis requires further comprehensive
and detailed research for validation.

In this way, it seems that there is no watertight definition of what the quality of jour-
nalism is, at least in the sample collected. Instead, there are dynamic definitions shaped
by evolving demands and ongoing debates. Nevertheless, this dynamic definition re-
mains anchored in the thematic debates prevalent within the journalistic field, such as
the challenges of disinformation in the 2020s, the proliferation of digital communication
during the 2010s and the methodologies and genres emerging and re-emerging in the
field. Notably, researchers and professionals in this domain exhibit a persistent concern
towards enhancing the quality of journalism, responding to changes in the craft and so-
cietal expectations throughout the analysed period.

Finally, this exploratory and descriptive analysis opens the way for more in-depth
investigations, offering avenues to explore areas like the scientific profiles of the articles’
authors, affiliations with universities and identifying organisations supporting such re-
search endeavours through grants or subsidies.
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7. RESEARCH LIMITATIONS

This research serves as an exploratory analysis of scientific production on quality
journalism. It intends to offer insights based on a bibliometric study, valuable for future
studies in this domain.

However, certain limitations should be considered when interpreting the results.
Although a widely recognised and comprehensive source, the choice of the Scopus data-
base might introduce geographical and linguistic biases since it prioritises publications
in English and may not fully cover relevant work in specific languages or regions insuf-
ficiently represented in the database. Additionally, the time frame from 1939 to 2022 may
present a historical perspective, potentially excluding recent developments and emerging
trends within journalism and quality, especially considering the rapid evolution of technol-
ogy and journalistic practices.

The methodology used also presents challenges. Defining categories of analysis
based on Scopus inclusions might limit the breadth of the research, excluding valuable
contributions that may not fit exactly into these categories. Applying inclusion criteria,
such as restricting articles to social science journals, may exclude relevant research from
other disciplines that significantly contribute to understanding the topic. Moreover, while
providing a quantitative view, reliance on bibliometric indicators may not fully encapsulate
the complexity and depth of academic debates on journalism and quality.

The interpretation of the findings also has certain limitations. Despite rigorous
analysis, interpreting complex data like bibliometric maps involves a level of subjectivity.
The co-occurrences of keywords in clusters can be open to various interpretations, and
different analysts might attribute different meanings to these relationships. Therefore, ac-
knowledging these inherent limitations is crucial for a comprehensive assessment of the
strength and applicability of the findings in this study concerning journalism and quality.

Translation: Anabela Delgado
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Mari Sdez, V. M. (Ed.). (2022). Comunicacién solidaria en el capi-
talismo digital. Teorias, metodologias y prdcticas. Gedisa.

The presented collaborative work encompasses various pivotal ideas driven by
the research team of the Digicom2030' project, which has included contributions from
a diverse array of experts from both Spanish and Latin American contexts. Among the
principal ideas, there is one embracing what could be defined as a sociocentric perspec-
tive on technopolitical processes (Mari Sdez, 2004; McQuail, 1983/1991), whereby the
focus of social intervention is on emancipatory social processes, within which the uses
and appropriations of digital technologies are inserted. This sociocentric perspective
distances itself from the technocentric perspective, which suggests from a technological
determinism standpoint that technology is at the heart of the processes of social change.
Technocentrism is as seductive as it is inoperative in achieving the objective of generat-
ing structural change processes and has been described, from complementary perspec-
tives, by the term technological solutionism (Morozov, 2013).

As proposed in the subtitle of this work, the book contains three main sections.
The first section develops the key theoretical framework for understanding digital soli-
darity communication, incorporating new contributions that have emerged in this field
in recent years. The second section reflects on the methodologies that contribute (or
not) to academic and citizen intervention for more rigorous social research that is more
attentive to the innovations that come from the digital aspect. The last part of the book
includes a section of case studies that address digital citizen practices in the context of
the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as the analysis of two non-governmental development
organisations (NGOs) from a communicational perspective.

In more detail the book is divided into seven chapters. The first chapter,
“Comunicacién, Redes Sociales y Emancipacién Social en el Capitalismo Digital”
(Communication, Social Networks, and Social Emancipation in Digital Capitalism; Victor

' Digicom2030 is the acronym for the research project of the State Research Agency of Spain PID2019-106632GB-100 en-
titled Digital Solidarity Communication. Analysis of the Imaginaries, Discourses and Communicative Practices of NGOs in the
Horizon of the 2030 Agenda. For more information, please visit: https://digicom2030.uca.es/.
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M. Mari Sdez), provides a global analysis of NGOs and their communicative practices,
serving as an entryway to the entire work. This chapter begins by reviewing the diversity
of theoretical approaches from which solidarity communication has been analysed in the
Spanish context in recent years. It discusses labels such as “communication for solidarity
and cooperation” (Erro Sala & Burgui, 2010), “empowerment and ecosocial communica-
tion” (Chaparro Escudero, 2009), or “transgressive communication for social change”
(Nos Aldéas et al., 2019). This plurality of labels has an ambivalent interpretation, as it
indicates the richness of nuances in the field and certain epistemological weaknesses
(Mari Saez, 2021). The chapter reinterprets Spanish solidarity communication over the
past 40 years to identify a dual reductionist tendency, even in the age of social media: an
emphasis on a perspective of communication centred on the transmission of informa-
tion and the predominance of the technocentric perspective mentioned earlier.

The second chapter, “Las Precarias Relaciones Entre Comunicacién, Cooperacién y
Cultura. Una Mirada Panoramica Desde los Informes del Estado de |la Cultura en Espana
(2011-2021)" (The Precarious Relationships Between Communication, Cooperation
and Culture. A Panoramic View From the State Reports of Culture in Spain [2011-2021];
Patricia Corredor Lanas), analyses, from a cultural perspective, the participation of civil
society in the fields of communication and culture. The author concludes that a lost dec-
ade has passed regarding institutional and State support for cultural creation in Spain.
The same can be said concerning gender equality in cultural matters, where significant
glass ceilings still exist.

Thethird chapter, titled “Imaginarios Decoloniales delaComunicaciény Transiciones
Ecosociales y Feministas en la Era Digital” (Decolonial Imaginaries of Communication
and Ecosocial and Feminist Transitions in the Digital Age; Manuel Chaparro Escudero
and Susana de Andrés del Campo), reflects on the anthropocentric, androcentric, and
Eurocentric discourses of mass media from an alternative perspective. The authors pro-
pose other meanings of communication that favour an ecosocial and feminist transi-
tion. The chapter takes into account various tendencies that have gained importance
in the field of alternative communication in recent years, such as degrowth approaches
(Latouche, 2022) or the decolonial turn (Maldonado-Torres & Cavooris, 2017).

The fourth chapter, entitled “Coolture, Periodismos Mutantes y Soberania
Comunicacional” (Coolture, Mutant Journalisms, and Communication Sovereignty; Omar
Rincén), proposes a fusion of the digital, new ethics (coolture), the digital revolution, and
a type of journalism (described as mutant) that is not limited to the logic of hegemonic
media but rather aims at a communication that appeals to emotions, discourses, and
popular interventions.

The fifth chapter, “¢Cémo Se Investigan, Desde la Academia, las Practicas
Comunicativas de las Oenegés? Tendencias y Confluencias en la Era Digital” (How
Are NGOs’ Communicative Practices Investigated From the Academy? Tendencies and
Confluences in the Digital Age; Miguel Vicente Marifio and Eva Campos Dominguez),
addresses, from the perspective of research methodologies, the tensions and challenges
of digital solidarity communication in the face of current topical phenomena such as big
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data. The authors acknowledge that research in the solidarity sector faces the challenge
of incorporating new methodologies focused on analysing digital communication with
greater intensity.

The sixth chapter, entitled “Andlisis Critico del Discurso Solidario y Marcos
Gubernamentales. Estudio de Caso de Oxfam Intermény de la Cruz Roja” (Critical Analysis
of Solidarity Discourse and Government Frameworks. Case Study of Oxfam Intermén and
Cruz Roja; Gérard Fernandez Smith and Hanae Trola Skalli), analyses the messages of
NGOs and their communication for development and social change. For this purpose,
the authors implement a relevant methodology proposed by van Dijk (2003). Thus, the
fieldwork allows for identifying solidarity discourses, ideological categories, and govern-
ment frameworks of two of the most prominent and impactful NGOs at the national and
international levels from a qualitative perspective.

The seventh and final chapter, titled “La Pandemia del Coronavirus en Chinay Espana
y el Edu-Entretenimiento Como Estrategia Comunicativa Frente a la Desinformacién” (The
Coronavirus Pandemic in China and Spain and Edu-Entertainment as a Communication
Strategy Against Misinformation; Yiheng Wang, Clara Martins do Nascimento, Victor
Mari, and José Berenguel Ferndndez), focuses on communicative initiatives from citizens
during the COVID-19 pandemic through a case study. The analysis perspective is interest-
ing insofar as it reveals how, in the first months of confinement (in 2020), the limits of
institutional and governmental discourse to convey healthcare measures to the popula-
tion were supplemented and completed by edu-communicative initiatives of healthcare
launched by citizens created outside of any social organisation or public institution.

In each chapter and the book, the analyses are complemented by susceptible pro-
posals for alternative action, which can be summarised into three points (pp. 24—30).
Firstly, there is a necessity to think more and better about communicational critiques of
digital capitalism by social organisations and academia. The frenetic activism, the pri-
oritisation of the urgent over the important, or the excessive bureaucratisation are hin-
drances that restrain the construction of thought and action with sufficient transforma-
tive depth. Secondly, the excessive fragmentation of the Ngo-isation of solidarity (Alvarez,
20009; Petras, 1999) prevents the necessary and wanted social and political articulation of
transformative action. Finally, in the face of the colonising advance of the commodifica-
tion of communication, thinking of communication as a commons is an urgent alterna-
tive to be promoted. Working on this logic of global public goods allows, not by chance, a
return to one of the original meanings that the word communication has had — the Latin
communis — which has been distorted, blurred, or even lost over the years.
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ABSTRACT

As most individuals become digital media users, many struggle to find balance in such use.
This study adds to emergent research on how digital disconnection experiences reflect on well-
being (Nguyen et al., 2021; Radtke et al., 2022; Vanden Abeele, 2021) by focusing on motivations
and strategies to disconnect from digital media, as well as on outcomes for well-being. We set out
to understand teenagers who have voluntarily chosen to disconnect in the post-lockdown period
in 2021. Our qualitative study included 20 participants from Portugal between 15 and 18 years old.
Among those who consciously chose to disconnect from digital media, motivations arose from
realizing that digital media was not bringing enough benefits for the amount of time that they
took from users. Specific forms of digital media stood out as particularly problematic for young
people, especially social media, but also videogames and pornography. This realization seems to
be strongly influenced by the media and is evident in the vocabulary and associations used by our
respondents. Social pressure is felt both as causing anxiety when they are connected and when
they are disconnected through fear of missing out. However, the group provides support when
they engage in a progressive disconnection together.

Radical disconnection is rare, especially during the pandemic, and can appear as a solution
to a dramatic problem in young people’s lives, but it can also be reverted. More often, participants
attempted to self-regulate their use of digital when they acknowledged the advantages of those
services as well as their drawbacks. This is not a linear process but rather filled with attempts and
reversals as unexpected feelings such as boredom arise. When young people grow different leisure
and social habits, they experience positive outcomes of disconnecting from the digital.
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DESCONEXAO DIGITAL E JOVENS PORTUGUESES:
MOTIVACOES, ESTRATEGIAS E REFLEXOS NO BEM-ESTAR

REsumo

A medida que a maioria dos individuos se torna utilizador dos média digitais, muitos
lutam para encontrar um equilibrio nesse uso. Este estudo contribui para a pesquisa emergente
sobre como as experiéncias de desconexdo digital se refletem no bem-estar (Nguyen et al., 2021;
Radtke et al., 2022; Vanden Abeele, 2021), concentrando-se nas motiva¢des e estratégias para
se desconectar dos média digitais, bem como nos resultados para o bem-estar. Propusemo-nos
compreender os adolescentes que optaram voluntariamente por desligar no periodo pés-confina-
mentos, em 2021. O nosso estudo qualitativo incluiu 20 participantes entre os 15 e os 18 anos em
Portugal. Entre aqueles que optaram conscientemente por se desconectar dos média digitais, as
motivagdes surgiram da perce¢do de que esses meios ndo traziam beneficios suficientes para a
quantidade de tempo que lhes tomavam. Algumas formas especificas de média digitais destaca-
ram-se como particularmente probleméticas para os jovens, especialmente os média sociais, mas
também os videojogos e a pornografia. Essa percegdo parece ser fortemente influenciada pelos
média, o que se evidencia no vocabuldrio e nas associa¢des usadas pelos entrevistados. A pres-
s3o social é sentida como causadora de ansiedade quando estio conectados e quando est3o des-
conectados por meio do fear of missing out (medo de perder o que se estd a passar). No entanto,
o grupo é fonte de apoio quando eles se envolvem numa desconexdo progressiva em conjunto.

A desconexdo radical é rara, principalmente em tempos de pandemia, e pode aparecer
como solucdo para um problema dramadtico na vida dos jovens, mas também pode ser reverti-
da. Mais frequentemente, os participantes tentaram autorregular o seu uso do digital, quando
reconheceram as vantagens desses servicos, bem como as suas desvantagens. Este ndo é um
processo linear, mas sim marcado por tentativas e reversdes, a medida que surgem sentimentos
inesperados, como o tédio. Quando os jovens desenvolvem diferentes habitos sociais e de lazer,
experimentam resultados positivos de desconexao do digital.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

digital, desconexdo, jovens, bem-estar, média sociais

1. INTRODUCTION

Contemporary society has been conceptualized, for the past three decades, as in-
tertwined with the evolution and widespread adoption of digital media. These are always
“at hand” (Levinson, 2004), and individuals are permanently connected (Katz & Aakhus,
2002), living phygital lives (Tolstikova et al., 2021). This permanent state of connected-
ness enables people to socialize, work, learn, and have fun anytime-anywhere, but it can
also lead to anxiety, tiredness, and even addiction. As most individuals become users
of digital media, a few are deliberately and consciously seeking non-use, undergoing
“active, meaningful, motivated, considered, structured, specific, nuanced, directed, and
productive” (Satchell & Dourish, 2009, p. 15) processes of disconnection, which may
include media refusal (Portwood-Stacer, 2013), non-usage (Neves et al., 2015) and digital
detox (Syvertsen & Enli, 2020). Wyatt (2003) argued that understanding non-users of
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digital media is as relevant and necessary to grasp the whole phenomenon as under-
standing users is.

The COVID-19 pandemic enhanced the use of digital media and changed users’ per-
spectives on their benefits and drawbacks. Screen fatigue was experienced more intensely,
and more users became aware of the warning signs of addiction (Bao et al., 2020). These
experiences, combined with a renewed urge to “live life” after facing many restrictions
during lockdown periods, enhanced the digital disconnection trend (Nguyen et al., 2021).

As more users weigh their options concerning their digital diet and struggle to find
balance in their relationship with digital media, our study sets out to understand the ex-
periences of Portuguese teenagers who have voluntarily chosen to disconnect.

2. MoTIVvATIONS TO DISCONNECT

There is considerable research about the motivations that lead to digital disconnec-
tion. Early on, Wyatt et al. (2002) suggested that a sense of delusion, disappointment,
or deception when comparing expectations about the internet with actual experiences
and acknowledging online risks may lead to voluntary disconnection. Later, Eynon and
Geniets (2012) organized the motivations for disconnecting uncovered by different stud-
ies into five categories: psychological (e.g., attitudes), cognitive (e.g., skills, literacy),
physical (e.g., access), sociocultural (e.g., family context, cultural context) and material
(e.g., socioeconomic status). In their study about Facebook abandonment, Baumer et al.
(2013) identified reasons such as privacy protection, the possibility of data misuse by the
platform, banality and time waste, negative impact on productivity, addiction, and exter-
nal pressures. A broader study about disconnection from social networking sites (SNS)
by Neves et al. (2015) identified three main reasons for disconnecting: low perceived
usefulness of SNS, low willingness to participate in social practices perceived as negative
(e.g., gossiping, social voyeurism, self-promotion), and self-perception as diverse from
“mainstream” represented on SNS.

More recently, Syvertsen and Enli (2020) argued that a general sense of overload
leads individuals to personal introspection, resulting in processes of digital disconnec-
tion. The authors suggest the concepts of “temporal overload” — when digital media us-
ers lose track of time and engage in excessive use; and “space overload” — when digital
media users struggle to separate physical experiences from online experiences. These
states lead to physical consequences, such as weight gain, sedentarism, depression,
anxiety, and stress, which, when acknowledged, may trigger the will to change. Nguyen
et al. (2021) found that adult users feel overwhelmed with information, stimuli, and tasks
and question the impact of digital media on their efficiency and productivity. Aharoni
et al. (2021), studying news avoidance, also concluded that overconsumption of digital
media leads to fear of addiction, translating into media use reduction. Thus, processes
of introspection lead to negative perceptions or evaluations about the impact of digital
media in daily life, which motivate decisions to cut back on digital media use or discon-
nect entirely, temporarily or permanently (Magee et al., 2017).
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3. STRATEGIES OF DIGITAL DISCONNECTION

Depending on the motivations to disconnect and on specific individual features
and social circumstances, digital disconnection experiences can differ significantly. In
1995, Bauer observed that not using digital technologies may be an unintentional choice
(e.g., lack of access, lack of digital skills) or an intentional choice, which the author la-
beled “active resistance”.

Wyatt et al. (2002) suggested four profiles of non-users of digital media: resist-
ers, “rejecters”, excluded, and expelled. These profiles result from a matrix in which the
crossing axes are voluntary versus involuntary actions and never having used versus quit-
ting. Thus, both the excluded (involuntary non-users, socially or technically excluded)
and the expelled (involuntary former users, due to cost, lack of access, lack of skills) are
what the authors labeled “have nots”, as their behavior is determined by external condi-
tioning instead of deliberate choice. On the contrary, the other two profiles are the “want
nots”, as resisters (voluntary non-users) deliberately decided never to use digital media
(in general, but usually partially, specific devices or platforms), and rejecters (former us-
ers) have been users in the past but willingly decided to quit or reduce.

Another proposal to characterize “non-users” is presented by Satchell and Dourish
(2009), who draws on Rogers’s (1983) work on technology adoption. Within this theory,
laggards are those who have not yet adopted a certain technology. However, the authors
argue that lagging behind in adoption differs greatly from deliberate and purposeful ac-
tion. Seeking how such actions take form, Satchell and Dourish (2009) found five forms
of non-adoption: disenchantment (evoking nostalgia to avoid change), displacement
(users have substitute practices), disenfranchisement (lack of availability and accessi-
bility of technologies), disinterest (users do now recognize worth in adopting a certain
technology), and active resistance (users consider a certain technology negative or risky
and fight its adoption).

Later, Neves et al. (2015) applied Wyatt et al.’s (2002) taxonomy to SNS and fo-
cused on resisters and rejecters. Their research led to suggesting two new categories:
surrogate users (who do not have their own SNS accounts or profiles but occasionally
use other people’s access for specific actions); and potential converts (non-users who
are considering starting to use SNS or reactivating their SNS accounts).

Although these studies shed light on disconnection experiences, the definition of
non-user profiles relies more on the motivations leading to such decisions than on the ac-
tual strategies that non-users apply to avoid, reject, quit, or reduce digital media. Aranda
and Baig (2018) offer insight into such strategies by suggesting that they are shaped by
two main factors: the level of control (which varies from forced to voluntary disconnec-
tion) and the duration (from short to long term). The crossing of these axes results in
a new matrix whose quadrants are four different digital disconnection strategies. In the
forced quadrants, the “unplanned outage” includes users who are forced to stop using
digital media for a short period (e.g., no Wi-Fi available, no battery on devices), while
the “infrastructure constraints” includes people who experience disconnection during
extended periods without their deliberate consent or desire (e.g., being at a place without
digital infrastructures, accessibility restrictions). These users are permanently seeking to
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reconnect since it was not their voluntary decision to be disconnected. In the voluntary
quadrants, “a short break” includes users who deliberately plan to disconnect for a short
period, to rest or to focus on a specific task or situation (e.g., vacation with family, not
being interrupted while working on something important or to meet a deadline), and
“lifestyle choice” corresponds to a more consistent change of digital usage habits, which
can be a radical disconnect or simply a limitation of screen time. In these cases, non-
users are usually satisfied with their deliberate decisions and their impact on their lives.
Self-regulation and self-management of digital activities are described in previous stud-
ies that do not focus specifically on digital disconnection. For example, Light and Cassidy
(2014) found that Facebook users suspend and/or prevent connections to manage social
relations and status, time spent online, and stress and anxiety.

Our research focuses precisely on deliberate non-usage and attempts to detail how
this process occurs.

4. DiGITAL DISCONNECTION AND OUTCOMES FOR WELL-BEING

Research about digital media’s impact on users’ lives is proliferous but inconclu-
sive, as each study tends to focus more on the positive or the negative aspects of digital
practices. These contradictory findings have made it challenging to determine the impact
of digital media on the daily lives of their users, and a more holistic approach is needed
to clarify this issue (Sewall et al., 2020). Another approach considers the impact of digital
disconnection on the lives of voluntary non-users. Our research takes such an approach
and focuses on well-being.

Seeking and achieving well-being is intrinsic to human life (Huta & Ryan, 2010).
In general terms, two different approaches to well-being can be found since the Ancient
Greek philosophy: to hedonism, well-being corresponds to brief moments when one ex-
periences pleasure and/or happiness, whereas, in a eudaimonic perspective, well-being
corresponds to the pursuit of fulfilling one’s true potential throughout life (Henderson
& Knight, 2012). In hedonism, measuring well-being is subjective, as it depends on indi-
vidual perceptions of positive affect, life satisfaction and happiness (McCullough et al.,
2000). On the contrary, in the eudaimonic view, well-being corresponds to reaching per-
sonal goals and achievements, culminating in being a fully functioning person. Within
this perspective, Ryff (1989) suggests six criteria to measure psychological well-being:
self-acceptance, positive relations with others, autonomy, environmental mastery, pur-
pose in life, and personal growth. Keyes (1998) later argued that these dimensions con-
cern solely the individual, but it is necessary to consider that individuals live integrated
into social institutions and communities. Thus, the author adds five social dimensions
of well-being: social integration (individuals feel that they are part of society), social ac-
ceptance (individuals feel accepted by other people), social contribution (individuals feel
that they have value and are therefore able to contribute positively to society), social
actualization (individuals believe that society has the potential to evolve and reach better
states of well-being) and social coherence (individuals understand how society works).

More recent views on this issue have sustained that the hedonic and the eudai-
monic views are not contradictory but complementary (Henderson & Knight, 2012; Huta
& Ryan, 2010), a view we will adopt in our research.
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There is emergent research on how digital disconnection experiences reflect on
(physical and psychological) well-being. Vanden Abeele (2021) observes that digital con-
nectivity is usually associated with the promise of improving daily life — more productiv-
ity, speed, efficiency, and personal time — while, in fact, many users struggle to balance
the overwhelming feeling and pressure resulting from a permanent connection. The au-
thor refers to this ambivalence as “the mobile connectivity paradox” (Vanden Abeele,
2021, p. 934) and argues that acknowledging this paradox has led many users to change
their digital practices, seeking a healthier and more balanced relationship with digital
media. These changed behaviors take many forms, from total abstinence to reduction
and self-regulation (Nguyen et al., 2021).

Baym et al. (2021) have found that short periods of digital abstinence, voluntary
or not, raise awareness about the pros and cons of digital practices, which is beneficial
to one’s well-being. Nguyen et al. (2021) showed that disconnecting from SNS eases
the burden of constantly being confronted with new information and the pressure to be
permanently connected and respond. When digitally disconnected, the participants in
their study experienced feelings of relief, peace, and quietness. These findings are con-
sistent with a previous study by Brown and Kuss (2020) about a seven-day digital detox
experience, which resulted in withdrawing from social comparison on social media, thus
increasing psychological well-being. Anrijs et al. (2018) found that stress levels decrease
during periods of digital detox from smartphones, thus finding evidence of a positive
impact of digital disconnection on physical well-being as well. Turel et al. (2018) reached
similar results regarding short periods of abstinence from SNS, thus revealing that this
positive effect can be reached by good management of social media time and not only
through radical disconnection. In fact, Hinsch and Sheldon (2013) had already found
that taking short breaks from digital media decreased procrastination, which, in turn, in-
creased life satisfaction — and, thus, well-being. Monge Roffarello and De Russis (2019)
later reached similar conclusions, arguing that a good digital media management has
better outcomes than radical disconnection. In their study, limiting the time spent online
and taking short breaks increased attention span and the ability to focus. The authors
stress that digital well-being apps can play an important role in self-regulating digital me-
dia use, helping users monitor their digital behavior and affording some self-regulatory
tools such as blocking notifications. However, their research showed that these apps
are efficient in reducing distractions for short periods, thus having a positive impact on
study or work, but they fail to support the development of healthier digital practices in
the long run. Nguyen et al. (2021) stress another positive outcome of digital disconnec-
tion: it frees time for exploring new interests and for self-care, thus leading to increased
quality of life. In addition, the authors also found evidence of a positive impact on physi-
cal well-being, namely on sleep quality.

As there is evidence that excessive use of digital media can lead to addiction, Eide
et al. (2018) explored the effects of abstinence and withdrawal from digital media, find-
ing that in digital detox situations, withdrawal symptoms were stronger for individuals
that used digital media more. Stieger and Lewetz (2018) also found that social media
abstinence causes withdrawal symptoms, mainly craving and boredom. Wilcockson et
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al. (2019) showed that smartphone abstinence causes craving but stressed that other
typical withdrawal symptoms, such as mood modification and increased anxiety, were
not experienced, thus considering that digital detox experiences only cause slight with-
drawal. Stieger and Lewetz (2018) claim that it is relevant to consider the effect of digital
disconnection on the social dimension of well-being. Previous research has established
that SNS have not significantly increased the size of social circles but have changed their
landscape by facilitating the maintenance of weaker social ties (Dunbar, 2016). Despite
social connections being generally weaker ties, they are important as they may be a
source of social comparisons, a sense of belonging, and social recognition (Dunbar et
al., 2015). Thus, being absent from the digital world or unavailable for a while may lead to
strong social pressure to return, particularly to social media. Participants in Stieger and
Lewetz’s (2018) study reveal a sense of restlessness due to being left wondering about
what is happening in the online world while they are offline, a sense of worry about other
people possibly trying to reach them and being left without an answer, which fuels anxi-
ety and leads to a reduction in psychological well-being. An increase in anxiety as a result
of fear of missing out is also reported by Eide et al. (2018) and Vally and D’Souza (2019).

In general, research on the impact of digital disconnection on well-being shows
how paradoxical it is, revealing evidence of being both detrimental and beneficial to well-
being. Detrimental effects seem, however, to be mainly connected to the social dimen-
sion of well-being. Further research is needed to clarify this issue, and our research sets
out to contribute to its understanding.

5. METHODOLOGY

5.1. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Our project aims to answer the following research questions (RQ):

RQ1: what motivates Portuguese teenagers to disconnect from digital media?
RQ2: how does this process of digital disconnection occur?

RQ3: how does digital disconnection impact their well-being?

5.2. RESEARCH DESIGN

Our study is exploratory, using a qualitative method, with in-depth interviews as a
data collection technique and thematic analysis as a data analysis technique. Regarding
ethics, our study was approved by the University of Oslo’s Ethics Committee, which de-
veloped the original study to which ours compared; informed consent was obtained from
all participants and their legal guardians. Each participant chose the alias with which they
wanted to be identified.

5.3. SAMPLE

We intended to study digital disconnection among individuals between 15 and 18
years old who had already engaged in some sort of digital disconnection experience. Our
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sampling method consisted of announcing, through digital media channels of the main
author’s university (website and Instagram), that we were looking for volunteers of this
age range who could describe their digital disconnection experiences. In addition, we
contacted relevant partners such as youth associations, youth sports clubs, youth activi-
ties, and study centers by email and telephone, asking them to disseminate our request
on their website and/or social media. Volunteers contacted us by email, and after ensur-
ing they corresponded to our eliminatory criteria, we selected three initial participants.
Then, we used the snowballing technique to find more young people who fit into the
profiles we were seeking. We wanted to have some diversity, so we selected participants
that would afford gender balance and participants of all ages within the considered age
range. As we got more responses from boys and 17—18 year-olds, we specifically looked
online for female participants between 15 and 16, offering a € 20 Amazon voucher as
compensation. Informed consent was obtained from the participants, as they were con-
sidered autonomous to decide above 15. Our sample includes 20 participants, and this
sample size was determined by the fact that digital disconnection experiences are not
that common among youth, by the saturation found in our data at this point (Guest et
al., 2006; Morse, 2015), and to abide by the same protocol used by other partners of this
comparative project.

Table 1 gives us a few details about our sample of 20 participants, identified by alias
chosen by themselves, here translated into English.

AL1As AGE GENDER
Elizabeth 15 F
Margaret 15 F
Anna 16 F
Claire 16 F
Mathilda 16 F
Sophie 16 F
Barbara 17 F
Philippa 17 F
Agnes 17 F
Madeleine 18 F
James 16 M
Peter 16 M
Raul 16 M
Mathew 17 M
Theo 17 M
Anthony 18 M
David 18 M
Roger 18 M
Steven 18 M
Thomas 18 M

Table 1. Characterization of the sample
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5.4. DATA CoLLECTION PROTOCOL

Our data collection technique was in-depth interviews, following a semi-structured
script which addressed the following main topics: (a) background and socioeconomic
status; (b) digital media use in everyday life; (c) perceptions and opinions on specific
digital activities (e.g., social media, online gaming); and (d) digital disconnection ex-
periences. The basis for this script was a translation of the data collection instrument
used in a study conducted in the Digitox project, in Norway, with a few adaptations to
the Portuguese context and additional questions. The interviews were conducted in the
Spring and Summer of 2021. Because of the COVID-19 restrictions, interviews were con-
ducted over video calls (Zoom). These conversations lasted, on average, one hour.

5.5. DATA ANALYSIS

All interviews were transcribed, and a summary of each interview was produced. We
used thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998) as a data analysis technique, starting with a pre-
liminary reading of the summaries. Next, a codebook was built, considering the literature
review and the research questions — thus focusing on three main topics: motivations
to disconnect, disconnection process, and disconnection outcomes. Table 2 displays the
thematic categories and subcategories used in our coding. Then, coding was performed
using MaxQDA software by one of the researchers. After the first round of coding, which
was circulated and discussed among researchers, a second reading was performed to
spot emerging relevant topics that were not included in the initial codebook. New themes
were added, and the corresponding coding was conducted in a second round. This data
analysis protocol enabled us to focus on our research questions while, at the same time,
not missing relevant new topics.

FIRST ROUND OF CODING SECOND ROUND OF CODING
CATEGORIES SUBCATEGORIES THEMES
Motivations to disconnect Negative perceptions of digital media Excessive use
Parents’ pressure Addiction
Influencers’ pressure Anxiety
Peer pressure Dissatisfaction with self-

image and/or lifestyle

Media pressure

Disconnection process Procedures Radical

Difficulties Progressive

Self-regulatory

Disconnection outcomes Positive for well-being

Negative for well-being

Table 2. Thematic coding categories and subcategories used
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6. FINDINGS

6.1. MOTIVATIONS TO DISCONNECT

In our sample, five participants had experienced digital disconnection only because
it was mandatory in and inherent to specific situations, such as sports competitions,
scouts’ camping, and summer camps. The other 15 had decided, consciously and volun-
tarily, to disconnect from digital media and were able to shed light on the motivations
that led to this decision.

The main motivation was the realization that they could do something more use-
ful or productive with their time instead of scrolling down social media or engaging in
multiplayer games online. In the words of Madeleine (18 years old), “I was feeling really
bad. Instagram was controlling my life. My time was not being well used”; and in the
words of Anthony (18 years old), “I realized | was wasting my time”. This realization was
usually associated with something lost, such as a decline in academic performance, re-
lationships that drifted apart, abandoning extra-curricular activities, or spending lesser
time with their family.

In some cases, the perception of excessive use of digital media and its negative
impact on their lives is so strong that they perceive and describe themselves as addicts.
For example, Sophie (16 years old) says: “Instagram’s algorithm is so well designed that
it showed me exactly what | like to see, so | stayed online for very long periods without
even realizing time was going by”.

For most participants, this was a progressive and cumulative process, but many
describe defining moments in which they realized they needed to change. For Anthony, it
was a day he missed school because he was feeling sick and spent the whole day in bed
using his smartphone without even eating. That was the first time he saw himself as an
addict. For Margaret (15 years old), it was when her mother sent her a message through
WhatsApp asking her to come and have dinner with her family because that was the best
way to get her attention.

Another important motivation is identifying social media as the cause of anxiety. If
they are not connected, many participants describe feeling fear of missing out, as they
cannot follow what is happening in their circle of friends, with the influencers and brands
they like, and the world in general. Theo (17 years old) gives us an example:

sometimes I'm home, and my friends post an Instastory of someone falling
off their bike or fighting at a club, and they are laughing; they seem to be
having so much fun. | feel bad for missing it. And they message me invit-
ing me to meet them because they are having so much fun, so | feel social

pressure.

However, being constantly connected also generates anxiety stemming from so-
cial comparison. They feel excluded if others are engaging in some activity they were

I0
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not invited to, feel depressed if they cannot uphold the lifestyle of friends and influenc-
ers, and feel ashamed about their body and image if it doesn’'t meet the standards of
Instagram or TikTok. Mathilda (16 years old) gives us her testimony:

mentally, being on Instagram was torture because | was always comparing
myself to others. If some of my friends went out and seemed to be hav-
ing fun, | would feel bad because | was not having fun, or | would feel sad
because | was not invited. | compared myself to others, and | always felt
worse. | would see influencers leading dream lives, and | was just at school.

And then | felt miserable all day.

Creating content is another source of anxiety as, if you don’t post, you become irrel-
evant, and if you post, waiting for others’ reactions and validation can be very stressful,
as well as dealing with indifference or negative comments. Agnes (17 years old) says: “be-
fore, | was always seeking the attention and approval of others on Instagram. And | felt
really bad when | didn't get it”. While falling into the traps of social comparison on social
media, they also develop a critical view of it. They are aware of the lack of authenticity
and the superficiality of the carefully curated and constructed content that is particularly
characteristic of Instagram. For example, Theo states:

Instagram is an illusion. People only post their best photos; they build a
perfect image of themselves, so different from what is beneath them. Most
people don't realize this. Girls feel so bad about their bodies, and boys
do as well. It's awful. Friends have asked me for help because they were
afraid they would become anorectic or bulimic trying to be like other girls

on Instagram.

They struggle to acknowledge many of the downsides of the digital world and the
social pressure — particularly peer pressure — to continue to be a part of it. Anthony
shares how he coped with this:

There was a stage in which | uninstalled Instagram and was completely
cut out of my circle of friends. They met, and | was left out. | also unin-
stalled WhatsApp, and | was totally isolated. As | cared about my friends,
| decided to use a condensed version of Instagram, Threads. And | turned
off WhatsApp notifications and only check it in the morning, at lunch, and

night, for five minutes each time.

For some participants, experiencing mandatory digital disconnection experiences
such as the cases we described above, or vacations at places without internet connec-
tion, was so positive that they decided to make some changes in their digital practices. In
these cases, the main motivation for disconnecting was not the realization that excessive
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use of digital media was negative for them but, instead, the realization that digital dis-
connection periods were positive for them.

6.2. THE PROCESS OF D1GITAL DISCONNECTION

From our participants’ experiences, we were able to identify two main trends: dis-
connecting radically or self-regulating their digital practices. Those who disconnect radi-
cally abandon digital practices that they consider negative for them, while self-regulators
focus more on cutting back on the time they spend online. Both groups find sticking to
their decisions challenging, face setbacks, and struggle with contradictions and impulses.
In our sample, there were four radical disconnectors — all boys; four progressive discon-
nectors — two boys and two girls; and seven self-regulators — two boys and five girls.
The average age of the (radical and progressive) disconnectors tends to be slightly higher
than that of self-regulators.

The radical disconnectors usually identify a specific practice as the source of their
addiction and/or anxiety and decide to abandon it. The most common are social media
— particularly Instagram — but also online multiplayer gaming and pornography. Some
“went cold turkey” and uninstalled the social media apps on their phones; some even de-
leted their profiles so there was no point in installing the apps again, and others sold their
consoles. Others preferred to cut down progressively, particularly on social media, and
set progressive goals such as dedicating one hour a day, 45 minutes the next week, half an
hour, and so on, until they feel capable of uninstalling. The progressive process is a daily
battle, and more vulnerable to peer pressure, as Roger (18 years old) shares:

my friends from school would say “Hey, | DMed [sent a direct message] you
on Instagram, and you didn’t answer? Why aren’t you answering?” and | tried
to explain to them what | was trying to do and what | was going through. Not

all of them understood.

A common challenge is replacing a digital activity with another. For example,
Madeleine abandoned Instagram and started using YouTube more. Anthony was able to
quit watching online pornography but now uses an app to meditate. To face this chal-
lenge, other participants, such as Barbara, James and David started engaging more in of-
fline activities such as sports, learning how to play an instrument, or simply hanging out
with friends face to face. The progressive disconnectors experience more ups and downs
in their process and are more prone to relapsing into their previous habits.

The self-regulators share more positive views on the digital world than the radical
disconnectors. The first acknowledge risks and opportunities, while the latter tend to fo-
cus on the “dark side” of the internet. Thus, self-regulators believe it is possible to reach
a point of balance in which they can harvest the advantages of the online world — for
learning, studying, and connecting —, while at the same time coping with the risks. They
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tend to focus more on managing their time online, while the radical disconnectors are
more worried about what they do online. Self-regulators also tend to engage in progressive
disconnection processes, but their goal is not to completely disconnect but rather to reach
an amount of time that they find acceptable or appropriate to dedicate to online activities.

If peer pressure is the main cause of setbacks and relapses — as David (18 years
old) tells us: “sometimes | am talking to someone on Instagram, and my daily 15 min-
utes are over, and | stay for a bit longer, and then | feel so guilty, | should have used
my online time better” —, it can also be a source of motivation and help. Our partici-
pants agree that undergoing this disconnection journey had an impact on their circle
of friends. Some relationships drifted apart because the easy online connection was no
longer available, while others were reinforced by the commitment and effort it took to
meet face to face. Our participants became closer to friends who were also struggling
with excessive digital media use. They formed informal support groups that became
safe spaces for discussing concerns, guilt, difficulties, and possible solutions. Anthony
shared his experience:

this process became easier because | sought friends to whom | could talk
about what | was going through. If we are struggling with difficulties in
sticking to our goals, it's much easier to overcome them as a group than if
we are alone. Sometimes | don’t know if what | am feeling is normal or not,

and it helps to discuss it with others and learn from their experiences.

In our participants’ discourse, their choice of vocabulary was very vivid. They talk
about “addiction”, “triggers”, “dopamine rush”, “withdrawal”, “relapses”, “failure”, and
“guilt”. Many see themselves as addicts but are trying to cope with the problem on their
own and relying on the help of friends struggling with the same problem. They haven't
sought the help of parents, teachers, or professionals because they see the adults around
them struggling with the same addiction, even less aware of it than they are. For exam-

ple, Theo describes his household in the following way:

my parents are also addicted to digital media. They spend so much time on
their smartphones! Sometimes | watch a soccer game with my dad on TV,
and he is on Facebook instead of paying attention to the game. My mum
texts while she is watching her favorite soap opera. And my sister is the

worst! She is always on TikTok.

Regardless of being more or less successful in reaching their disconnection goals,
our data revealed that young people are struggling while trying to cope with the change
they want to make in their lives.

3
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6.3. OutcoMES OF DiGITAL DISCONNECTION

In general, our participants state that their lives improved because they decided
to disconnect from the digital world. However, these improvements are also felt after a
while of compliance because the immediate effect is negative.

At the beginning of their disconnection journey, they feel anxious, particularly those
who disconnect from group activities such as social media and online multiplayer gam-
ing. They lose track of what is going on in their circle of friends, and some of them even
feel guilty when their friends don’t understand their decision and complain because they
are not available anymore. Also, they start to be excluded from invitations and arrange-
ments made exclusively online. Mathilda describes her experience:

sometimes, | miss knowing what my friends are up to, what they do outside
school. Are they interesting? What do they like? What do they do in their free
time? Now | have no idea. | used social media to find common ground, to
have topics to start conversations, and | had to learn how to connect with

people in other ways.

However, some participants consider that, in the long run, they now have a more
authentic and solidary group of friends. They believe that the connections they lost were
superficial, and those who made an effort to stay in touch and hang out offline are their
true friends. Anthony gives us his perspective:

| have lost touch with a lot of people, but | realized that only happened with
people that were not important in my life. | occasionally liked their stories.
Does that matter? If someone is important to me, | will call that person. And
if | am important to someone, that person will call me. And when we meet,
we have deeper conversations; it's almost magical. | have realized who my

true friends are, and that has made an incredible difference in my life.

Boredom was another problem they reported dealing with at the beginning of their
disconnection journey. They were so accustomed to dedicating their free time — and
even beyond that — to online activities — particularly social media, that they didn’t know
what to do with the free time they gained or how to entertain themselves. Roger told us
about this:

Before, whenever | was bored, | would turn immediately to my smartphone
and scroll down social media. In response to boredom, my brain immedi-
ately sought a dopamine rush; | clicked and got it automatically. | had to

learn how to deal with boredom.

This challenge was overcome by dedicating the newly released time to activities they
had neglected, such as studying, romantic relationships, and even family. In other cases,
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they finally ran out of the “I don’t have time” excuse and gained motivation to pursue
forsaken projects and goals, such as starting a new sport, learning to play an instrument,
and reading.

Once the time previously dedicated to online activities was replaced with others,
and their circle of friends stabilized, the positive outcomes became more evident. David
improved his grades and is now on the right track to fulfilling his dream of becoming a
doctor, and considers that “before, | had ‘brain fog’, | couldn’t concentrate on anything. |
was just there, and my thoughts controlled me. Now | can focus on classes, without any
problems”. He also emphasizes a sense of accomplishment: “now | use my time much
better. | don’t procrastinate doing nothing on my smartphone anymore”. Barbara (17 years
old) learned how to play the guitar. Anthony improved his relationship with his girlfriend
and motivated her to start her own digital disconnection journey. Agnes now values spend-
ing some evenings watching television with her family instead of alone in her room.

Particularly the girls experienced improvements in their self-esteem and self-image
acceptance. Philippa (17 years old) gives us her testimony:

| saw other girls on Instagram, and | thought, “I wish | were as pretty as
her”, and | felt unhappy about my physical appearance. Now | realized | was
focusing just on the positive aspects of others and on the negative aspects of

myself. Now | try to enjoy my life offline and feel happier.

By distancing themselves from the constant social comparison that social media
triggers and questioning the beauty standards that emerge in those platforms, they now
feel better about themselves, their bodies, and their lifestyles.

Our participants emphasize that their digital disconnection processes were impor-
tant self-knowledge and self-improvement journeys. Being successful in reaching the goals
they have set for themselves also affords a sense of accomplishment and self-fulfillment,
as David describes:

| feel proud; | feel that | am holding my commitment if | use digital media
less. That's how | feel when I don’t use the smartphone. And if | use it for too
long, | feel guilty because | wasted time that | could have used better, and |
didn’t study as much as | should have. Not using the smartphone helps me

make the best of my time and feel good about myself.

Philippa believes she is now more authentic and lives a more real life. Madeleine
finds fulfillment in her disconnection progressive achievements and believes she is now
more autonomous, critical, and prepared to become an adult. Margaret is very committed
to setting a good example for her younger siblings. Anthony is thinking about how so many
young people could benefit from digital disconnection and is trying to find a way of sharing
his experience and positively impacting the world without resorting to digital media.

5
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7. DiscussioN

Among the various motivations to disconnect from social media discussed in the
literature, our study highlights, on the one hand, the importance of the usefulness of time
and productivity for teenagers. This issue has already been identified by Nguyen et al.
(2021) in adults and framed within the contemporary neoliberal and capitalist ideology
associated with labor, user-generated content, and the use of social media (Fuchs, 2018).
On the other hand, issues such as privacy protection and the possibility of data misuse by
digital platforms, as mentioned by Baumer et al. (2013), are absent from our data, indica-
tive of teenagers’ lack of media literacy (Pereira & Brites, 2019).

Our research further reveals that negative perceptions about one’s use of social me-
dia are not only a common root to diverse motivations for digital disconnection (Magee et
al., 2017) but also, for our sample of teenagers, associated with a sense of lack of self-con-
trol, as Aranda and Baig (2018) had already pointed out, as all of them describe themselves
as social addicts, at some point of their lives.

One overarching feature of the digital disconnection phenomenon is, therefore,
struggle. Our sample struggles with forming a perception about their own use of social
media, as they acknowledge both benefits and downsides to their social media practices.
For example, considering social media scrolling a waste of time contradicts fear of missing
out. The motivation to disconnect emerges from a tipping of this scale that balances con-
tradictory perceptions about the impact of digital media on one’s life to the negative side.

Our sample of “rejecters” (Wyatt et al., 2002) struggles with finding a digital dis-
connection strategy that works, ranging from radical disconnection to self-regulation, with
digital breaks. Self-regulation is the predominant strategy, aligned with Monge Roffarello
and De Russis’ (2019) argument that self-regulation and management have better out-
comes than radical disconnection. Regardless of each option, they take steps forward and
backward, noticing achievements and relapses, habits and changes. These teenagers feel
that asking adults — parents or teachers — for help is useless, as adults are also perceived
as digital addicts. Instead, they rely on peers with whom they share a digital disconnection
journey for support.

Finally, they struggle with evaluating the impact of their decisions on their lives. Most
of our participants report improvements in their lives as a result of their digital disconnec-
tion — focus and learning (Vanden Abeele, 2021), health and well-being (Baym et al., 2021),
self-image and self-esteem (Brown & Kuss, 2020), genuine and meaningful friendships
with peers. However, they also report problems — anxiety and social exclusion (Nguyen et
al., 2021) and boredom (Stieger & Lewetz, 2018). Overall, our in-depth interviews revealed
that digital disconnection is a process that negatively impacts the well-being of those who
choose to undergo it during an initial adaptation period but has a significant positive im-
pact on those who are able to overcome the hardest earliest times. However, some partici-
pants also stress that it is an ongoing process with successive challenges.
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We acknowledge the limited size of our sample and the fact that our method was
based on self-reported data and thus vulnerable, on the side of researchers, to inter-
viewer bias (the influence that the interviewer’s personal characteristics and way of in-
teracting, including words used and information disclosed about the study, can have on
the interviewees) and confirmation bias (tendency, in data analysis, to interpret data in a
way that confirms preexisting beliefs or hypotheses); and to social desirability bias (par-
ticipants’ tendency to answer in a way they believe is socially accepted and/or valued, or
that they believe will please the researcher), on the side of participants (Morse, 2015).
Nevertheless, our study was the first approach to a topic that had not been studied in the
Portuguese context yet and was able to point out directions for further research, as is the
purpose of exploratory research (Creswell, 2009).

8. CONCLUSION

Our study with 20 young people between 15 and 18 years old who had already en-
gaged in digital disconnection experiences revealed a variety of motivations, strategies,
and well-being outcomes. Among those who consciously chose to disconnect from digi-
tal media, motivations arose from realizing that digital media was not bringing enough
benefits for the amount of time they took from users. Specific forms of digital media
stood out as particularly problematic for young people, especially social media. This re-
alization seems to be strongly influenced by media discourses on the issue and is evident
in the vocabulary and associations used by our respondents related to “addiction”.

Radical disconnection is rare, especially during the pandemic, and can appear as a
solution to a dramatic problem in young people’s lives, but it can also be reverted. More
often, participants attempted to self-regulate their use of digital when they acknowledged
the advantages of those platforms, as well as their drawbacks. This is not a linear process
but rather filled with attempts and reversals as unexpected feelings such as boredom
arise. When young people grow different leisure and social habits, they experience posi-
tive outcomes of disconnecting from the digital.

The study’s contribution stems from the focus on young people, particularly teen-
agers mastering their self-regulation mechanisms and learning how to balance their re-
lationship with family and peers, but also social institutions like school and the media.
The fact that issues concerning how algorithmic digital platforms work, datafication, and
commercial exploitation were not brought about by our participants points out the need
to develop the media literacy of Portuguese teenagers so that they can understand better
how contemporary social media work and how they can cope with them in an informed,
critical, responsible, and safe manner. Additionally, the realization that teenagers strug-
gle in their digital disconnection journeys and not turning to adults for help is also a con-
cern. It entices adults to reflect on their own digital media use critically and challenges
the academia, policymakers, and caretakers of children and teenagers to find new ways
to support them in this dimension of their development.
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The social diversity of the sample was not as high as we intended it to be. This can
be listed as a limitation of the study, as experiences from teenagers from lower socioeco-
nomic status might indicate more of the struggles young people go through in using and
interrupting their use of digital media. Future research can look more deeply socioeco-
nomic differences among young people.
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ABSTRACT

The rituals, ceremonies and effervescence of the sacred manifest themselves in digital
culture not only through the proliferation of new religious cults. They do so through the online
actualisation of traditional religious forms but also the spiritual elevation of objects (Houtman
& Meyer, 2012), practices (Carolyn, 2014) or ephemeral, playful and dreamlike images (Susca,
2016). In most cases, they involve figures that evoke the most sensitive and immaterial aspects
of experience: its flesh (Esposito, 2004; Henry, 2000) and its imaginary (Durand, 1992). This is
the actualisation of what Durkheim (2008) called the “social divine”. We are thus witnessing the
proliferation of a multitude of small churches characterised by a low degree of institutionalisa-
tion and a high symbolic and emotional density (Maffesoli, 2020). In this sense, digital sociality
acquires a decisive value in transfiguring ordinary life, the realm of the profane, into a mythical
and mystical experience, brushing up against the sacred in its wildest form (Bastide, 1975). In-
deed, the relationships that emerge from these media landscapes reveal a capacity to associate
what is separate in time and space, previously belonging to the spiritual and transcendent orders
(Davis, 1999). Thus, the culture of connection and sharing actualises in secular spheres a whole
set of symbolic experiences reminiscent of religious mysteries (Campbell, 2012). This imaginary
modifies the modern relationship between technology and society according to a paradigm that
could be called “technomagic”.

KEYWORDS

technique, magic, daily life, imaginary, rites

TEORIA DA TECNOMAGIA: FEITICOS, EXTASE
E POSSESSOES NA CULTURA DI1GITAL

REsumo

Os rituais, as cerimdnias e a efervescéncia do sagrado manifestam-se na cultura digital,
ndo so através da proliferagdo de novos cultos religiosos. Fazem-no através da atualizag3o online
de formas religiosas tradicionais, mas também da elevacdo espiritual de objetos (Houtman &
Meyer, 2012), praticas (Carolyn, 2014) ou imagens efémeras, ludicas e oniricas (Susca, 2016).
S3o, na maior parte dos casos, figuras que evocam os aspetos mais sensiveis e imateriais da
experiéncia: a sua carne (Esposito, 2004; Henry, 2000) e o seu imagindrio (Durand, 1992). Trata-
se da atualiza¢do daquilo a que Durkheim (2008) chamou o “divino social”. Assistimos assim
a proliferagdo de uma miriade de pequenas igrejas que se caraterizam por um baixo grau de
institucionalizac3o e uma elevada densidade simbdlica e emocional (Maffesoli, 2020). Neste
sentido, a socialidade digital adquire um valor decisivo na transfiguracdo da vida quotidiana,
do reino do profano, numa experiéncia mitica e mistica, rocando o sagrado na sua forma mais
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selvagem (Bastide, 1975). De facto, as relagdes que emergem destes panoramas medidticos re-
velam uma capacidade de associar o que estd separado no tempo e no espaco, anteriormente
pertencente as ordens espiritual e transcendente (Davis, 1999). Assim, a cultura da conexdo e
da partilha materializa em esferas seculares todo um conjunto de experiéncias simbélicas que
lembram os mistérios religiosos (Campbell, 2012). Este imagindrio modifica a relagdo moderna
entre a tecnologia e a sociedade num paradigma que se poderia designar por “tecnomégico”.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

técnica, magia, vida quotidiana, imagindrio, ritos

1. INTRODUCTION

Cyberspace. A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of le-
gitimate operators in every nation by children being taught mathematical
concepts... A graphic representation of data abstracted from the banks of
every computer in the human system. Unthinkable complexity. Lines of light
ranged in the nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellations of data.
Like city lights receding. (Gibson, 1988, p. 111)

Today, engaged religion and atheistic science are waging one of their many
contests... But | suspect the spectacle to watch is the ongoing and ancient
shadow-play between magic and technology. (Davis, 2011, p. 11)

The communions with pagan overtones (Cowan, 2005) celebrated by the new rites
of the online digital landscapes feed a form of belief based on the sharing of a secret
(Simmel, 1998), an emotional order (Weber, 1971) and a communal lifestyle (Virno,
2002). Beyond the characteristics of the mobilising myths that somehow occupy a place
within the flows of contemporary communication, the social body and the body itself
are always celebrated through digital liturgies. It is the very data of profane life (Turner,
1974), beyond secularisation and disenchantment, that is sacralised: the flesh with its
voluptuousness (Attimonelli & Susca, 2017), matter in its sensitive and sensitive charac-
ter (Perniola, 1994). The media become the new totems of being together (Susca, 2011).
Indeed, when the means of technical reproducibility extirpate the aura of the work of art
(Benjamin, 2000), the public gradually becomes its object and subject. He reveals him-
self as the protagonist of a process of aestheticisation (Lipovetsky & Serroy, 2013) that
forms a whole with its sacralisation.

The cult of the internet (Breton, 2000) and its ideology (Musso, 2003) refers to
new forms of fetishism, utopia and non-rational adhesion. They show to what extent the
devices in question do not simply constitute technologies at the service of a pragmatic or
functional political-economic project. They rather constitute a symbolic territory capable
of channelling and expressing the realm of the “unproductive life” (Bataille, 2003; Joron,
2010), namely desires, sensibilities and impulses irreducible to the guiding idea of pro-
gress and traditional grand narratives.
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From this perspective, we propose to verify, through the prism of the sociology of
the imaginary, to what extent and in what forms the public opinion that founded Western
and modern culture (Habermas, 1962/1995) gives way to a “public emotion”, where rea-
son no longer directs the senses, but where the senses are invited to think (Susca, 2016).
It is possible to observe a shift from a paradigm based on the individual and abstraction
to one based on the “we” and empathy (McLuhan, 1964/2004), in which the spatiotem-
poral model of ubiquity, proxemics and synchronicity becomes paramount. The funda-
mental difference with the above is that the new forms of collective adhesions and beliefs
are not projected elsewhere — the perfect society, salvation, Heaven or Earth. Instead,
they are sacralised to the extent that they allow individuals to connect, merge and vibrate
in unison. They can immerse themselves in the world in the most intense and embod-
ied way possible, even if these experiences are often linked to the order of consumption
(Obadia, 2013) and ephemerality (Pace, 2018).

In such a context, faith is no longer oriented towards the future and is not based
on abstract concepts and figures. Instead, it becomes an experience rooted in the here
and now (Haynes, 2012), in everyday life (Castells, 1998), dedicated on the one hand to
the material and sensitive dimensions and on the other to an immaterial universe close
to fantasy, dream and even science fiction. It is appropriate to describe and note the
paradigm shift between “technology” as it was conceived from the Renaissance to the
mid-20th century (Simondon, 2014) and contemporary “technomagic”. We will highlight
the emblematic figures of this shift to understand this transition.

2. THE DAWN OF MAN

At its peak, the technique still has the magical resonance of a disquieting wonder
with stunning and frightening features. Its cutting-edge performances are constantly ac-
companied by a smell of obsolescence for the human being, a whiff of excess, already
leaving the wound of a tear. Thus, the individual overflows into a corporeality situated
outside its organic framework, tasting both the limits of its own condition and its pos-
sible excesses to the point of caressing, even defying the faculties inherent in the divine.
In the archetypes and stereotypes in which it is actualised, mythology bears witness to
this with a sustained cadence, while the social body constantly metabolises its imprints
in the wefts of everyday life. The mystical, the aesthetic and the sensual permeate all
techniques (Simondon, 2014) and relativise their logical and functional dimensions.

Stanley Kubrick perfectly crystallised the spirit and genealogy of technology with the
remarkable scene in 2001. A Space Odyssey (1968), where those who are supposed to be
our ancestors were dazzled by the appearance of a monolith. Appalled and bewitched
by its majesty, following a phase of panic and confusion, they ended up dancing around
this new totem. Today, we could suggest, in other words, that they were communing,
putting themselves in common, and generating a community from a technical artifice of
high symbolic density. According to the great director, in agreement with many anthro-
pologists, sociologists and philosophers of technology, this is the dawn of man. It is a
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controversial origin because while linking the individual to the other, every technique
also serves to separate.

In this interplay of forces, we find our long history of contradictions, splendours
and miseries, conquests and abuses (Abruzzese & Borrelli, 2000). Its traces reveal to
us that technical innovation, when deployed in the social scene, is first welcomed as a
device with a magical allure because of its ability to enchant the world, to unite what
is divided and to attribute unheard-of powers to human beings by making them touch
both the divine and the cosmic order (Mauss, 2004); before and after this interval, the
time is for study, calculation and even rationalisation.

Applying such a schema to any era, by going through history, it is possible to
trace a cyclical alternation of the spirit dominating the system of objects and identify a
change between eras in which sometimes a utilitarian principle prevails — that is, the
capacity to intensify man’s action on the world, the domination of nature and instru-
mental action. Sometimes, on the contrary, the trinity of aesthetic, religious and magi-
cal values prevails: beauty rather than utility, communion rather than contract, and
ecstatic vibration instead of interest. In the first case, the social mobilisation around
the discovery of the moment tends towards the achievement of a goal — progress,
wealth, conquest, among others — whereas, in the second, it constitutes an end in
itself: technology is merely the link, the crucible where the social takes shape and “hap-
pens”. Here, we see a diffuse communion, a mystical participation, not only within a
specific group but also between it, the Earth and the cosmos. In order to grasp this
amalgam and to understand in depth the weave of correspondences that is always wo-
ven between body and technique, nature and culture, dream and material reality, it is
appropriate to immerse ourselves in a genealogical perspective.

3. FroM ToTEMISM TO THE WEB

At first, technology, magic and religion were inextricably linked, so much so that
the highest degree of mystical experience naturally corresponded to the subtlest level of
technological action and occult art (Graf, 1994). Totemism, a practice of tribal religion
that allowed a group to unite in ecstatic friction with the divine and the nature around
them (Durkheim, 2008), was the emblematic figure of the synergy between these three
factors. The process of civilisation (Elias, 1973) subsequently caused the radical tear-
ing apart of such a paradigm. From the Renaissance onwards, in particular, following
the invention of perspective and what architects called the “point of distance” (Alberti,
2015), the subject experienced a gradual symbolic and physical separation from all its
otherness (Dumont, 1983).

As an object of study, as materials to be shaped, as a landscape to be mastered
and constructed, everything that moves away from the individual bubble becomes for-
eign, almost suspicious of what it hides and cannot be reduced to the order of reason.
Modernity and the technology that characterise the press (McLuhan, 1966), in particu-
lar, have generated a process of splitting up words and things (Foucault, 1966), body
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and mind, subject and object, acting in the direction of a progressive rationalisation of
existence, leading to the disenchantment of the world (Weber, 1964). Thus, we have lost
the anima mundi evoked by Giordano Bruno (2000) to name the invisible but solid links,
“vinculis”, between individuals and nature, Heaven and Earth, organic and inorganic.

Religious effervescence was thus extirpated from the body of the tribe and insti-
tutionalised by the transcendence of sacred texts: the Bible was the first printed book,
and with it, the long process of abstraction from the world and individualisation was
inaugurated; magic was relegated to the underworld and stigmatised as a religion of
the masses or a fog of consciousness; technology was presented as a means of human
domination over nature, an instrument capable of solving problems and an effective tool
for accentuating disjunction with the “other”, or for establishing a relationship with him
based on a contract, interest or project. This is how nation-States and their impassable
borders came into being and how the sciences spread with their prescriptive knowledge
and methods inaccessible to most individuals. This is how the elitist caste of guardians
of the political, religious, technical, and artistic world came to be imposed.

The splendour of this era carried with it, like the final bouquet of a firework display,
its decline, the announcement of its catastrophe. As Marshall McLuhan noted in the
1960s, the social diffusion of the new electronic media is the agent of the deflagration of
modern culture and its political, social, identity and economic order (McLuhan, 1977).
Although such an invention originated in techno-scientific laboratories developed in the
18th and 19th centuries, its use and consumption — in other words, the social appropria-
tion of which it is the object — have been directed against the intentions of its creators,
like the monster created by Dr. Frankenstein to fulfil his dreams of glory.

The social manipulation of technological innovation is the main spark that causes
this chain of perverse effects (Boudon, 1977), at the heart of what Guy Debord (1992)
called “the society of the spectacle”. To grasp its full meaning, we need only look at the
parable of the internet (Flichy, 2001). Indeed, invented for military and academic pur-
poses, it has been transformed by an insertion into the pool where many forms of col-
laboration, connection and sensitive intelligence with a strong anti-modern connotation
are experimented. These are non-vertical, non-rational, non-ideological, separate from
the elites, impertinent towards established law and disjunctive towards the order of na-
tions. The web, in particular, with its contemporary incarnations in the form of social
networks, video-game worlds, dating sites and emotional, symbolic or sexual exchanges,
has become the portal for imaginaries and practices whose non-logical, dreamlike and
festive aspect takes precedence over everything else (Susca, 2016). This forces the sec-
tor elites to hide more and more the political and economic aspect that presides over its
action. We constantly see how difficult it is for the instituted power to maintain such a
cursed part of the productive order (Bown, 2015).

It is clear that there is a conflict between techno-science, political economy and
politics on the one hand and the users of the web on the other, for whom what counts
in cyberspace is, above all, the mystery of the conjunction, the dance of masks, the price
of priceless things and the power of the imaginary. Here, the public sphere crumbles
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into a multitude of networked affective and cognitive gatherings, each with its own ethi-
cal order impinging on universal morality, its sentiments and paradigms. This is why
illegal downloading has never been so popular (Muso, 2018): most cybernauts violate
copyright law spontaneously (Gulmanelli, 2003), without scruples, by evading their own
duties as citizens to prefer hedonism and the pleasure of uniting with the group through
the sharing of information, symbols, sounds and affects. This same vocation encourages
everyone to surreptitiously reduce their working hours in order to take advantage of their
screens to chat on Telegram, post photos on Instagram, flirt on Tinder or Grindr, follow
gamers on Twitch or wander through the trends of TikTok.

The abuses in question are not just about entertainment but also involve a great
sacrifice: the gift of the subject. When intimate photos are published in stories, when
people go through the rituals of sending nudes or even, in a more mundane way, when
we do not enjoy a hot meal, a kiss at sunset or a live singer’s performance to take pic-
tures and post them online, that experience is less and less an individual phenomenol-
ogy than a collective and connective one. | do not experience it if the other person is not
there to make it a common story. It does not matter that Google, Facebook or Microsoft
are devouring our existences transformed into data and commodities (Sadin, 2015) by
betraying the societal impulses that animate digital sociality. What matters for the users
in question is the paradoxical pleasure of being connected to others, even depending on
the lives of others.

Undeniably, the dialectic between submission and freedom is short-circuited in-
sofar as we are faced with a voluntary, perhaps unconscious alienation compared to the
industrial age. This is undoubtedly aimed at establishing and corroborating a series of
pacts and solidarities between peers: the friends of games, parties, tricks, vibes, and fet-
ishes, among others. Although it may seem contradictory, while they easily cede sensitive
information to the GAFAM (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and Microsoft), internet
users organise themselves into electronic communities in and for themselves in the
name of a shared taste, a moving icon or an ephemeral thrill. They discover the power
of the interstices or how to be free without freedom. They do this by hijacking the codes
instituted by memes, GIFs or trolls but also by elaborating fake worlds that are more real
than reality because of their capacity to induce a common vibration.

Technology is transfigured into a tool that can refine and socialise the ingrained
tactics of popular cunning (De Certeau, 1999). In other words, the set of practices con-
stantly used by the social body to defend itself from the aggressive and pedantic gaze
of power (Maffesoli, 1988). The shift we are witnessing has the characteristics of a true
anthropological mutation, where what was previously expressed in terms of “resistance”
is now translated into “recreation” and “re-creation” (Susca & Bardainne, 2008). As the
new media favour the manipulation of language and symbolic order from their basic
grammar (Lévy, 1994), a tendency to reverse the role between producer and consumer
of content (Jenkins, 2006), as well as the connection of sensibilities that were previously
too small and dispersed to manifest themselves operationally and perceptibly (Castells,
1998). In that way, the map of power and the face of technology are altered.
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4. PusLic EMoOTION

Technique ceases to be the art of logos, the instrument of what Heidegger (1958) calls
“calculating thought”, “technology” to become “technomagic” (Les Cahiers Européens de
I'lmaginaire, issue “Technomagie”), a totem around which everyone, with their networks,
masks and fantasies, experiences a kind of mystical ecstasy that is both pure dance — a
celebration of the here and now — and a flight towards something greater than oneself.
The bond born of this condition is no longer based on a rational and abstract contract, the
“social contract”, but on a pact in which emotion, passions and shared symbols become
the new axes of being together (Maffesoli, 2007), the presuppositions of all fusion and
connective effusion. Here is the emergence of a cultural sensibility in which the balance
between reason and meaning is reversed in favour of the latter, relativising the paradigm of
rational and abstract thought that has fuelled the dynamics of Western modernity.

The experience elaborated in the alveolus of digital culture reveals an unprecedented
synergy between the mind and the senses, the visible and the invisible, rational action
and magical thinking. The worship of the various fetishes that underpin the contemporary
cultural scenario entails, for each person involved, a high degree of ecstasy and bewitch-
ment. It also results in a consciousness with a connected memory and embodied highly
refined knowledge. The augmented intelligence articulated by these architectures of bytes
and neurons draws its strength from a general intellect (Marx, 1968), the common thought
(Virno, 2002), in which the brain of each individual is a node, an information point of pas-
sage preceded and exceeded by a matrix of a holistic character — which includes immense
databases, powerful algorithms and artificial intelligence — that is larger than the subject.
The individual brain is externalised (De Kerckhove & Miranda, 2014) so that it tends to
forget and even forget itself insofar as it is invested in the moment, weaving, navigating,
and reacting to injunctions that allow it to stay connected to its contacts beyond space and
time. In a way, the rise of the system is the corollary of the loss of the rational, autonomous
and separate individual conceived by humanism (Attimonelli & Susca, 2021).

Instagram and TikTok subscribers contemplate stories or reels for hours. They in-
dulge in their bewitching narrative while having a powerful mass of information at their
disposal that allows them to decipher and contextualise the nuances of the stories they
observe. Twitch fans contemplate their heroes in a form of interpassivity that, like digital
hypnosis, induces a kind of suspension of consciousness (Zizek, 2004). Thus, they neither
need nor want to play, as the game consists precisely of seeing others play. It is a meta-
game whose real asset is its ability to actualise sociality, as GTA or League of Legends will
become pretexts for getting in touch with others based on the intersection between every-
day life in its most anodyne aspect and fantasy in its paroxysmal state. These practices were
radicalised during the COVID-19 pandemic to the point of becoming the place for social
interactions par excellence (Joron, 2020). The infatuation, addiction and frenzy that char-
acterise them do not only concern fans or simple users but also streamers and any other
content producer who ends up transmitting and exposing his or her life as an audiovisual
narrative (Codeluppi, 2015) as part of an infinite performance capable of exhausting and
emptying the subject — of returning it to the other (Ferraris, 2016), available as work, data
and object of consumption.



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Theory of Technomagic: Spells, Ecstasy and Possessions in Digital Culture - Vincenzo Susca

Each of these fetishes, sites and networks, emblems of a highly emotional sociality,
exhorts to a technomagical participation animated by an effervescence whose mysti-
cal aspect, with non-rational contours, is significant. However, despite these incanta-
tory flows, individuals recognise with a certain lucidity and competence the mythology
by which they allow themselves to be dazzled. In a way, they dream by knowing how to
dream. Moreover, it is easy to see that the scenes expressing the culture in gestation
between the web and the street know in detail the techno music that induces them into a
trance state (Attimonelli, 2018). They distinguish with acuity the finishing touches of the
gadgets that distinguish its style, carefully select the reels or stories in front of which to
abandon themselves for hours.

We are witnessing the shift from public opinion, with its rational and abstract con-
notations, to public emotion, where intelligence becomes sensitive (Maffesoli, 2005)
and integrates into the mental framework the imaginary, sacred and affective charge ne-
glected or even banned by a large part of modern culture. For some years now, on social
networks, for example, we “react” with hearts, emoticons, GIFs, vibes and memes before
thinking. This is why we are led to choose and think with our senses, even before we do
so with abstract reasoning, unconsciously, just as it happens when we fall in love or en-
gage in a business, guided by a favourable impression, an ineffable intuition.

5. IMAGINARY, MYTHS AND RITES

Marshall McLuhan (1964/2004) was the first to anticipate the magical and tribal
resonances of our societies by suggesting, with powerful metaphors, that in our elec-
tronic age, we would take on the whole of humanity as our skin. Our body would thus
be the territory, the unconscious protagonist of a double process, which, although seem-
ingly invisible — and precisely because we cannot distinguish it with precision — has a
tremendous effect on the webs of our culture. These range from the field of knowledge
to interpersonal relations and to relationships of pleasure.

Without knowing it, we are becoming cyborgs, or better still, as Andy Clark (2004)
argues, we are naturally born as cyborgs. On the one hand, we are extending our central
nervous system beyond the boundaries of our brain — into external memories, “clouds”,
digital network albums, and the like — and on the other, we are reabsorbing them into
our flesh through wearable devices, microtechnologies and wearable computers. This
happens both naturally and unconsciously: we know how to retrieve the details of our
existence in a personal digital assistant, can laugh with Alexa, and manage to translate,
narrate and aggrandise our lives in stories through hashtags, GIFs and stickers, but are
unaware of the technical process that makes this possible.

Technology and magic are distinguished, in particular, by the presence in the former
of a congruent relationship between cause and effect, the effort produced, and the result
obtained. In the age of technomagic, the mechanical or functional principle that serves
as the fulcrum of modern technological action is, on the contrary, disarticulated. Long
before the mass diffusion of computers, Theodore Roszak (1994) had already grasped
the symbolic power of electronic media:
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the vision is this: one sits before a brightly lit screen, stroking keys, watch-
ing remarkable things flash by on the screen at the speed of light. Words,
pictures, and images appear out of nowhere. Like a child, one begins to
believe in magic all over again. And because one is making the magic hap-
pen, an intoxicating sense of power comes with the act. One has the culture
of the entire planet there at one’s fingertips! All the databases, libraries, ar-
chives, movies, art museums, bulletin boards, telephones and fax machines
in the world are in this one box. (p. 186)

Meanwhile, the box has become almost invisible. Moreover, the results of our ac-
tions towards the digital devices that surround us have little to do with the behaviour that
unleashes them and seem rather to be the product — or at least our perception of it — of
a mystery, as if our era was governed by magical principles stemming from the period
before the “enlightenment”:

the commands you type into a computer are a kind of speech that doesn’t so
much communicate as make things happen directly and ineluctably, in the
same way pulling a trigger does. In other words, they are incantations, and
anyone at all attuned to the technosocial megatrends of the moment ( ...)
knows that the logic of the incantation is rapidly permeating the fabric of our
lives. (Dibbel, 1993, para. 53)

According to a model that transforms the tools we use into “technologies of adjura-
tion” (Bohrer, 2011), when we have troubles with our devices, as a result of the imploring
of fate, impulsive and even violent reactions reminiscent of arguments with partners of
couples, closest friends or family members, we appeal to the new magicians of our time:
nerds, who seem to be the repositories of an occult knowledge capable of initiating us
into the new world, one where to paraphrase Shakespeare (1998), we are of the stuff our
dreams are made of. As masters of a universe unintelligible to most individuals, hidden
in the shadows of their rooms and garages, capable of deciphering the “metaphysics
of code” (Josset, 2011), these specialists with a hacker ethic are associated in the im-
agination with the figures of the “shaman” (Davis, 1999) or the “barbarian” (Les Cahiers
Européens de I'lmaginaire, issue “La Barbarie”).

Like the latter, they carry a sensibility alien to that established in modern institu-
tions of knowledge and power. As Wark Mckenzie (2004) and Pekka Himanen (2001)
suggested in their pioneering books on the subject, the hacker imaginary implies over-
coming individualism, the principle of private ownership of knowledge and information
that have long characterised our societies. As an art of doing, this spirit re-evaluates
the practice of giving through a sociality in which the border between play, passion and
work is blurred. The result is a series of solidarities capable of forming a body — better
still, “flesh”, electronic flesh — and establishing forms of knowing and being together
based on initiation and secrecy, with their corollaries of rites and myths that re-enchant
an economic scientific and political world governed by instrumental reason, production
and other quantitative criteria.
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6. MEDIATISATION OF EXISTENCE

Today, more than ever, the immaterial permeates reality and shapes it in its own im-
age, becoming a real material force. How can we believe, moreover, that the more or less
young generations who spend a large part of their day on Twitch or TikTok can circum-
scribe and limit to the digital dimension the experience lived on these platforms in terms
of play, sociality and passion? The way of inhabiting the world, confronting the other,
knowing and acting, cannot be based on a schizoid separation where physical citizen-
ship is on one side and electronic life is on the other. If there is one thing we can be sure
of — the theatricalisation of everyday life is there to show it — it is that our investment
in media landscapes is the cause and effect of a new way of thinking and living being
there, being with — a new embodiment. We are on the verge of verifying the effects of the
deployment of a “third dimension” on the world: a syncretism between our presence in
material existence and our immaterial presence in various electronic lives.

Reels in the street, #challenges at the seaside, hearts with hands, LOL (laughing
out loud) of all kinds, stories and selfies everywhere: an important and growing series
of behaviours taking place in physical reality are now simply the posts of activities born
on social networks. The uses of digital photography, for example, express the extent to
which the camera and its updates no longer play the role of witnesses to reality, serving
to immortalise the traces of the past, but become devices for the elaboration and societal
reconstruction of reality: they constitute a layer of the present or the very moment in its
revelation to the world. It is a surreality that integrates, in the consciousness of every
individual, the look and touch of the other. For this reason, today, there is no situation,
however trivial — or even especially trivial — that is not photographed. Whether it is a
romantic kiss in a tourist spot, a concert at the Rockstore, a window display at Supreme,
a sunset at the Pincio or the Poke Bowl, we are about to eat, and we are all consumed
by the need and desire to capture the images of our experience. Only after we have seen
it on the screen and shared it with our networks, when we get feedback such as likes or
shares, we feel we have lived it. In short, that it exists. If not, it did not happen.

“Everything that was directly experienced has moved away into a representation”,
wrote Guy Debord (1992, p. 15). A decade or so after his words, following the message of
the culture industry (McLuhan & Fiore, 2003) and the long training in the mediatisation
of existence on the part of the social body, the situation has changed: what was once a
representation becomes the world and the image is translated into experience. In con-
trast to the phantasmagorias that marked the advent of the film and television age, we
are now in the presence of worlds where ghosts can be touched. In this context, both the
tactile aspect of existence and the imagination are brought into play at the same time.
This is why we are so frustrated by the months of confinement following the COVID-19
pandemic, where our lives were circumscribed to the electronic dimension alone via
screens (Joron, 2020). The history of mass communication has accustomed us, on the
contrary, to reversibility between media and daily life, one being regenerated by the other
and vice versa (Flichy, 1992).

I0
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At the cinema, the audience, as if hallucinated, projects itself onto the screen and
allows itself to be transported, according to Edgard Morin’s (1957) interpretation in his
book Le Cinéma ou I'Homme Imaginaire (Cinema or the Imaginary Man), into the bodies
of the stars. Subsequently, the emotion experienced after being dazzled by Greta Garbo or
Rodolfo Valentino leaves the cinema with the spectator and contaminates social life, help-
ing to disseminate it with dreamlike and sensual imaginings. In the heart of cyberspace,
we extend ourselves, on the contrary, towards masks (avatars, nicknames, virtual identi-
ties, memoji) that we have generated ourselves. We are thus possessed and even over-
whelmed by forms that we have elaborated. According to Derrick de Kerckhove (1995), we
become creatures of the artifices we have created. In other words, William Gibson (1988),
in his famous novel Neuromancer, describes life in electronic territories as a “consensual
hallucination” (p. 67).

In this wake, video games such as Minecraft, Scrap Mechanic, Raft and many others
increasingly provide for the coincidence of the player’s figure and that of the architect,
following a pattern inaugurated by the virtual universe Second Life in the early 2000s. The
emoticons used to express emotions beyond words in mediascapes are elaborated and
personalised directly by users, as in memojis; storytelling is no longer an overarching nar-
rative but is transfigured, via reels or social network stories, into a fanciful and spectacular
self-narrative that aestheticises every individual at the very moment when he or she aban-
dons himself or herself to the other.

Henry Jenkins (2006) has pointed out in his book Convergence Culture that many fans
have begun to use the Harry Potter story as a starting point for developing several magical
universes in which they are simultaneously the protagonists and the new wizards. There
are several ways in which the process of magification in contemporary culture is actual-
ised, among many others. This is taking place alongside various phenomena, such as the
increasing use of unconventional medicine, astrology, and new-age spiritual techniques,
as well as the growing popularity of films, role-playing games, series and video games such
as Game of Thrones (2011-2019), Avatar (2009), The Legend of Zelda (1986), Dungeons &
Dragons (1974), and Fantastic Beasts (2016). On reflection, the success of these narratives
is directly proportional to the crisis of universal truths and grand narratives.

An outbreak of neo-mysticism is setting the social landscape ablaze, nuancing and
even contradicting the knowledge society’s most rational and progressive premises. Thus,
Erik Davis (1999) suggests, revisiting the most fashionable theories on the relationship
between culture and technology, that “today there is so much pressure on information that
it cracks and overflows with energy, attracting mythologies, metaphysics and fragments of
arcane magic” (p. 28). We are not all cyborgs, but everyone is unconsciously transformed
into a little magician of a re-enchanted world where we become jointly subjects and objects
of new possessions, idolatries and new sacrifices.

The altars of consumption and communication, high places of social divinity in its
electronic flesh, between data, art and merchandise (Obadia, 2013), tend to superimpose
themselves, in terms of symbolic power, on the religious cathedrals and classic politi-
cal institutions. They desacralise what was sacred by sacralising profane imaginaries to
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the point of shrouding everyday life with magic, including, or especially, its shadows. We
could even say that contemporary culture contributes, for better or for worse — from the
skull and crossbones to darkness, via defilement, mourning and the whole “aesthetics of
unease” (Attimonelli, 2020) — to integrating the cursed part evoked by Bataille (2003),
which had been marginalised, if not repressed, by modern socio-cultural systems for sev-
eral centuries in their attempt for rationality (Weber, 1964).

What emerges unexpectedly is the nature of the sacred and the sacrifices at stake: the
masks deployed in contemporary theatres without walls, scattered between the web and
the street, dance around new totems in the name of their pleasure, even if it is ephemeral.
They do so according to their own lifestyle, without adhering to transcendences or projects
that are at odds with the imaginary of the group to which they belong. The initiation rites
for accessing these universes are neither written nor prescribed but are rather part of the
community’s embodied knowledge. Their codes have some occult quality; they appear
elusive and opaque to those outside the tribe. It is no coincidence that the prevailing dis-
course concerning these circles is tinged with criticism and contempt.

Let us not forget, for example, that in one of his last lectures before he died in 2016,
even Umberto Eco (Lectio Magistralis, University of Torino, June 10, 2015), one of the most
lucid interpreters of mass culture, had argued that social media are the place where every
fool has the right to speak. Without a doubt, these platforms express an intelligence com-
pletely different from the one promoted by the Goddess of Reason of Enlightenment and
put in place by modern power and knowledge since the 18th century. It is a “sensitive rea-
son” (Maffesoli, 2005), a connective intelligence (De Kerckhove, 1997), or a way of being
there and understanding the world for which the playful and dreamlike dimensions of ex-
istence, emotions and the “us” are primordial. According to such a paradigm, technology
no longer manifests itself as a pure panoply of instruments to solve problems, accomplish
tasks and act on the environment. It takes the form of a technomagic, capable of fostering
the communion of communities around communications, icons and other fetishes.

7. DIGITAL LITURGIES

Three centuries after the birth of modern metropolises, the mediatisation of our
existence is finally taking place, a condition by which the media become our main lan-
guage. After a long period in which technology welcomed the human impulse by playing
the role of an instrument at its disposal, we now find ourselves in an integral and intel-
ligent system of information, algorithms and devices. They are so powerful that we are
now the ones who derive from it. The author of the famous phrase “the medium is the
message”, Marshall Herbert McLuhan, was nevertheless aware of this drift: “by relent-
lessly submitting to technologies, we become servomechanisms of them. That is why,
if we want to use these objects, these extensions of ourselves, we must serve them as
gods, respect them as a kind of religion” (McLuhan, 1964/2004, p. 40). The Promethean
myth is exhausted; it is the threadless chains that preside over our lives and our bonds.
They are ropes, laces, strings, or better still the “ligatures” described by Giordano Bruno
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(2000) in his writings on magic. We are caught in their nets that connect us to the world
beyond good or evil.

For the first time in the history of the world, we have the absolute in our
pocket. The device, of which the web is the most obvious manifestation, is
an empire on which the sun never sets, and having a smartphone in one’s
pocket certainly means having the world in one’s hand but automatically
also being in the hands of the world: at any moment a request may arrive,
and at any moment we will be in charge. (Ferraris, 2016, p. 17)

Contemporary technomagic, in its archaic magnetism and futuristic imaginings,
is the totem of digital and post-urban sociality, its basic symbolic reference. A source
of ambiguous effervescence, in its convulsive webs, individuals are simultaneously in
ecstasy, out of themselves, and in the abyss, in the process of precipitating between the
euphoria of eroticism, in the arms of the other and the anguish of alienation, under the
gaze of the other, so that they lose sight of whether they are the subjects or the objects
of the dynamics in question.

Navigating these waters triggers an initiatory wandering that unveils the imaginary
boundaries of the world to come (Hugon, 2010). It also goes beyond psycho-geography,
politics and cultural forms stemming from humanism, Western modernity and their piv-
ot: the rational, autonomous and separate individual. The completion of the system of
signs, simulacra and objects, this matrix with its blurred contours where the biosphere is
integrated, and even exceeded, by the noosphere, is indeed the high place upon which we
are subjected. We end up being possessed by that over which we once had the mastery.
Such a malaise of the individual can be easily detected, for example, in the psychopa-
thology of information overload (Lovink, 2011) as a social disease that spreads from the
mediascapes and affects us as soon as the quantity, quality and speed of the data we re-
ceive are humanly unmanageable, a source of disorder and chaos (Fisher, 2009). Again,
we are victims of the contradictory happiness of being plugged in, connected, informed,
active and available, always on while conferring digital citizenship, and this condition
saturates us.

As was the case with medieval carnivalesque excesses, contemporary performanc-
es, online but also in the flesh, with old and new substances — psychotropic potions,
alcohols, drugs, social network notifications, binge-watching television series, endless
playlists and anaesthetic drugs combined — are punctuated by ingesting, consuming
and surrendering to the other. The resulting weakening of the subject is both an open-
ing and a tearing, in the form of a violation of privacy, pornoculture (Attimonelli & Susca,
2017), crisis of intimacy, reflective impotence (Fisher, 2009) or informational stress
(Berardi, 2006), is probably the origin of the ambient obscenity, a real “total collusion of
elements” (Baudrillard, 2000, p. 33).

In the digital liturgies celebrated between posts, live streams, selfies, stories or
reels, everything seems to be driven by both the thirst for pleasure — to lust, to get ex-
cited, to dream, to enjoy — and the flirtation with death. Thus, the tragic side of existence
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once again imposes itself on the scene. If we look closely, the joy that presides over the
multiple orgasms, the effervescence and the trances of our time is tragic: it envelops the
subject in itself when it bursts when it fails. This is a step backwards compared to the
march of progress undertaken by Western culture since the 18th century. A step back-
wards, but a dance step. As in the ecstatic rites of the past to exorcise death through a
common ritual thrill (Pecere, 2021), it establishes a conjunction between the individual
and everything beyond him, handing him over to the force of fate. Under the influence of
technomagic, the first dark lights of the digital dawn appear.
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PORTUGUESE PARTY LEADERS ON TWITTER: INTERACTIONS
AND MEDIA HYBRIDISATION STRATEGIES
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ABSTRACT

This study aims to understand to what extent Portuguese political party leaders use the inter-
actions accessible on Twitter, namely the retweets, mentions of other users and hyperlinks, and to
observe which connection networks are created — whether within the party or outside of it, such as
citizens or political actors from other parties. Additionally, we verify how political actors use Twitter
to implement a strategy in the hybrid media system model, establishing links to “traditional media”
such as newspapers, radio, and television. The data comprises tweets published by four Portuguese
party leaders, from Partido Socialista, Partido Social Democrata, Bloco de Esquerda and Chega,
during 2021 and 2022, subsequently subject to content analysis using the MAXQDA program. The
research revealed that all leaders use Twitter’s interaction possibilities but with different intensities.
We verified that they all employ a hybrid communication strategy by converging traditional media
content in the Twitter platform. We establish a typology of communication strategies party leaders
implement on Twitter from the obtained data. We also identify and characterise the possibilities that
media interactions conducted by party leaders can assume in the Twitter arena.

KEYWORDS

political actors, Twitter, Twitter interaction, hybrid media system

Os LiDERES PARTIDARIOS PORTUGUESES NO TWITTER:
INTERACOES E ESTRATEGIAS DE HIBRIDIZACAO MEDIATICA

REsumo

Este estudo procura perceber até que ponto os lideres partiddrios portugueses utilizam
as possibilidades de interagdo acessiveis no Twitter, nomeadamente o retweet, mengdo a ou-
tro utilizador e ligagdo web para outros enderecos, e entender qual é a rede de ligacdes que é
criada — se dentro do préprio partido, se aberta a protagonistas partidarios de outras forcas
politicas ou a cidad3os. Adicionalmente, verificamos como é que, através do Twitter, os atores
politicos pdem em prética uma estratégia enquadrada no modelo medidtico hibrido, estabele-
cendo ligacbes para os chamados “meios tradicionais de comunica¢do”, como jornais, rddio e
televisdo. Os dados s3o obtidos a partir de uma recolha de tweets publicados por quatro lideres
partiddrios portugueses, do Partido Socialista, Partido Social Democrata, Bloco de Esquerda e
Chega, em periodos especificos de 2021 e 2022, posteriormente sujeitos a andlise de contetido
e trabalhados informaticamente através do programa MAXQDA. A pesquisa revelou que todos
os lideres utilizam as possibilidades de intera¢do do Twitter, mas com intensidades diferentes.
Verificdmos que apostam numa estratégia de comunicacdo hibrida, fazendo convergir na plata-
forma do Twitter contetidos dos média tradicionais. A partir dos dados obtidos foi possivel esta-
belecer uma tipologia de estratégias de comunicagdo postas em prética pelos lideres partidarios
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no Twitter, bem como identificar e caracterizar as possibilidades que as intera¢gdes mediaticas,
realizadas pelos lideres partidarios, podem assumir na arena do Twitter.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

atores politicos, Twitter, interacdo no Twitter, sistema medidtico hibrido

1. INTRODUCTION

The communication landscape has changed profoundly in recent decades, sig-
nificantly impacting political communication. During the second half of the 20th cen-
tury, political campaigns primarily relied on mass media — television, radio, and print
(Norris, 2000), considered central elements for successful communication (Burton et
al., 2015; Stromer-Galley, 2014). Political communication was thus fundamentally a me-
diated process, filtered through channels such as the media and political parties, which
bridge leaders to the public (Pfetsch & Esser, 2012).

This scenario has taken on new contours with the advent of social networks or
social media (Murthy, 2012), which have quickly been adopted and integrated into the
communication strategies of political actors and parties across various ideological spec-
trums and latitudes.

The innovations in how political actors, the media and citizens — central elements
of political communication (McNair, 2017) — interact through digital communication
have prompted some authors to suggest the emergence of a fourth age of political com-
munication (Blumler, 2013). This era is manifested by the systematic combination of
interactive and network-based digital communication features within a pre-defined and
user-friendly digital architecture, which has emerged on the web through, for example,
practices like blogging (Enjolras, 2014). Indeed, the internet has revolutionised the politi-
cal arena, significantly altering the speed and scope of communication (Castells, 2011).
Social media has become a new player in the world of political campaigns (Stromer-
Galley, 2014).

Enjolras (2014) points out that this new media-centred communication model en-
tails radical changes relative to the communication channels (from few to many), audi-
ence (from unified to diversified), transmission (from one-way to interactive), and user’s
role (from passive to active). These transformations affecting the dominant communica-
tion model in advanced societies affect all forms of communication, including political
communication (Enjolras, 2014). Thus, on top of direct contacts, rallies, debates and
television interviews, communication methods prevalent in the 20th century that remain
so today, tools such as Facebook, Instagram, WhatsApp and, among others, Twitter’,

' This work was produced before the social network’s rebranding from Twitter to X. The manuscript was submitted to the
journal in May, and Elon Musk announced the name change in July. Nevertheless, the manuscript was not altered to reflect
the change. This decision was based on two factors: the continued recognition of “Twitter” by the general public, particu-
larly non-users, and the substantial effort required to revise other related terminology if the text were to be corrected.
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have added new avenues of communication. Consequently, integrating social media into
politics now coexists with traditional media and has profoundly transformed how voters
make their decisions regarding their chosen leaders (Gainous & Wagner, 2014).

By enabling access to millions of potential voters and facilitating direct interaction
with fellow politicians and citizens, social networks have established an extra political plat-
form for campaigns (Baumman et al., 2016). Hence, candidates and political parties in-
creasingly employ social media to produce and disseminate their messages, seeking to
influence voters’ perceptions and behaviour directly (Zamora-Medina et al., 2017), bypass-
ing journalistic mediation (Cammaerts, 2012).

In this context, Twitter has a set of characteristics that make it a particularly interest-
ing tool for political use. On the one hand, it facilitates the immediate, rapid and wide-
spread dissemination of information (Kwak et al., 2010); on the other, its open and hori-
zontal nature and its ability to engage in real-time debates on various issues (Lee et al.,
2016) have made it a platform with a notable impact on the process of shaping public dis-
course. In other words, Twitter enables broad (one-to-many) and interactive communica-
tion, which calls for user participation, stimulating network dialogue (Graham et al., 2013).

Axel Bruns (2012) states that Twitter is relatively flat and simple: messages from
users are either public and visible to all (even to unregistered visitors using the Twitter
website) or private and visible only to approved “followers” of the sender; there are no
more complex definitions of degrees of connection (family, friends, friends of friends) as
they are available in other social networks. Tweets’ nature is “globally public by default”
(Bruns, 2012, p. 1324), allowing discussions on specific topics to be automatically organ-
ised through shared conversation markers. The short format of each tweet, initially 140
and currently 280 characters, could be seen as a limitation to debate. However, according
to Boyd et al. (2010), this characteristic can be an advantage: “the brevity of messages al-
lows them to be produced, consumed, and shared without a significant amount of effort,
allowing a fast-paced conversational environment to emerge” (p. 10). From an optimistic
standpoint, Twitter would make it possible to reduce the distance between citizens and
politics (Coleman & Blumler, 2009), which is evident in areas such as reducing electoral
abstention by encouraging voter engagement in debates on public issues and promot-
ing their active involvement in politics. However, certain studies cast doubt on its real
influence in determining the most relevant issues in public opinion (Calvo & Campos-
Dominguez, 2016).

The rise of new media and its growing impact has led to a distinction between new
and traditional media. However, this division has been challenged by Chadwick (2013),
who viewed the “new” and “old” dichotomy as inaccurate and misleading. Instead, he
argued that we are witnessing a convergence of practices and strategies between new and
traditional media platforms, forming a hybrid media system.
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2. HYBRID MEDIA SYSTEM

On December 12, 2021, during the pre-campaign for the legislative elections in
Portugal, the leader of the Partido Social Democrata (PSD; Social Democratic Party),
Rui Rio, posted a text on Twitter (Figure 1) that triggered extensive responses within the
Portuguese media and political sphere.

Figure 1. Rui Rio’s tweet on the communication strategy of the director of the Judicial Police

Source. From O diretor da PJ deu uma conferéncia de imprensa de manhd. Depois esteve na RTP as 13h, na CMTV ds 17h
[Tweet], by Rui Rio [@RuiRioPT], 2021, Twitter. (https://twitter.com/RuiRioPT/status/1470003993892036617)

Note. The director of the JP held a press conference this morning. Then he was on RTP at 1 pm, CMTV
at 5 pm, CNN at 7 pm and, using his gift of ubiquity, he managed to be on SIC and TVI simultaneously
at 8 pm. Apparently, Jodo Rendeiro’s bad luck was that there were elections in January.

Rui Rio was commenting on the interviews given by the national director of the
Judicial Police to television networks following the arrest of a former banker. The main
Portuguese media outlets (Dinis, 2021; PCP Acusa Rio de Querer “Dar Ordens a PJ”
Sobre “Quem Pode ou Nao” Ser Detido, 2021; Rui Rio Sugere que Calendario Eleitoral
Influenciou Prisdo de Rendeirot, 2021) reported on the tweet that dominated more than
a third of a 30-minute interview with Rui Rio himself on RTP, two days later (RTP Play,
2021). Even the President of the Republic referred to the tweet (Concei¢do, 2021). This
emphasises that a mere 220 characters shared on the social platform Twitter managed to
gain significant coverage in television, radio, and newspapers. A post on a new medium
became headline news and “fuelled” the traditional media. This exemplifies the concept
of communication of communication where journalists produce news “based on what
has already been shared by individuals or organisations through the various forms of me-
dia available” (Cardoso, 2023, p. 288). This case is also a demonstration of the dynam-
ics of what Chadwick (2013) defines as a “hybrid media system”, characterised by the
amalgamation of media platforms that have been used for decades and those that have
appeared more recently. The outcome is the blend of old and new media within a media
system where clear distinctions are dissolving and hard to establish (Chadwick, 2013).

Political communication processes will take on new contours. Within a hybrid me-
dia system, political communication unfolds as a dynamic, evolving process concern-
ing multiple actors interacting in response to one another through different media out-
lets and according to many different media principles (Chadwick, 2013). In this context,
Twitter is just part of a growing and increasingly complex media ecology encompassing
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traditional media’s political coverage and political-related interactions across various on-
line channels (Chadwick, 2013).

In the everyday communication practices of political actors on Twitter, hybridisa-
tion can manifest in several ways. One such manifestation involves referring to other
media, which could entail linking to content like published articles, broadcast reports,
photos, or excerpts from television and radio appearances. It might also involve an-
nouncing upcoming appearances on programs to enhance their reach and audience or
providing links to newspaper news articles and comments. These forms of convergence
allow the political actor to directly inform their followers without any mediation about
their past and future appearances in other media and to comment on or advertise the
content presented in those media, particularly those that directly concern them. This is
relevant in political communication strategy: through Twitter, nothing remains limited
to its original post, and should the party leader choose to do so, they can respond to
anything published.

Aware of this fact, party communication machines, especially during election cam-
paigns, use Twitter and other social media tools regularly and simultaneously with tradi-
tional media to engage with voters and influence news cycles and campaign narratives
(Kreiss, 2014; Parmelee & Bichard, 2012). The advantage of such an approach lies in its
ability to reach voters who are not actively seeking political information but, when using
social media, might be accidentally exposed to news and campaign information posted
by friends and connections on platforms such as Twitter (Morris & Morris, 2017).

Several studies have explored how political parties use Twitter in their communica-
tion strategies, revealing distinctions between recently established and long-standing
parties. For instance, Amparo Lépez-Meri et al. (2017) noted a greater Twitter presence
among new political forces, citing the following reasons: emerging parties, with less ac-
cess to traditional media than long-standing parties, aim to maximise the visibility of
their appearances in prominent media outlets, particularly on television, by using Twitter;
hybridisation is used to get many retweets and “likes” to ensure a double effect: obtain-
ing better publicity and becoming a topic of interest for the media by building a large
audience; the parties seek to benefit from the legitimising power of mainstream media,
leveraging their appearances in traditional media to present themselves as a credible,
valid, and acceptable political option (Lépez-Meri et al., 2017). Despite being rooted in
social media, emerging parties are also aware of the importance of mainstream media
in modern society and the need to bridge the gap between old and new media (Casero-
Ripollés et al., 2016). In a similar vein, Ramos-Serrano et al. (2016) observed that in the
2014 European elections in Spain, traditional political parties primarily employed Twitter
as a one-way communication tool, while new parties took better advantage of Twitter’s
interactive features. Authors such as Jurgens and Jungherr (2015) have also identified
differences in Twitter usage strategies between traditional and new parties.
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3. CONNECTIONS AND INTERACTIVITY ON TWITTER

As a communication tool, Twitter opens up a whole new field of interactive possibili-
ties. In addition to posting texts and images (photos, graphic compositions or videos) and
sending direct messages, the platform includes a set of features through which the user
can connect and communicate with other users in several different ways (Bruns & Burgess,
2012), for example through mechanisms such as retweeting, mentioning other users and
sharing links to external content — hyperlinks. Within a networked public space, Twitter
allows one-to-one, one-to-many and many-to-many communication (Enjolras, 2014).

Interactivity can be defined as the capacity of communication systems to initiate
the exchange of messages among participants, resembling a form of interpersonal com-
munication (Rafaeli & Sudweeks, 1997). Stromer-Galley (2004) distinguishes between
interactivity as a process — the focus is on the interaction between people; and interac-
tivity as a product — the focus is on interaction mediated through technology.

Lépez-Rabaddn and Mellado (2019) note that the existence of bidirectional or
multidirectional feedback is a prerequisite of the interactive experience, which is also
characterised by the existence of a mediated channel, interchangeable roles among the
participants, and a strong “third-order dependence” (p. 3; the need to know, and to be
consistent with the information previously shared by the interlocutors). Thus,

social media (webs, blogs and social networks) are perceived as platforms
of high interactivity compared to traditional media, which are more limited
in their feedback ability with the audience, at least in their traditional media

platforms. (Lépez-Rabadan & Mellado, 2019, p. 3)

These authors draw attention to two key concepts: “reciprocity”, which implies real
equality of treatment between individuals, and “responsiveness”, which is understood as
the not-necessarily materialised possibility of interaction (Kiousis, 2002; Lee et al., 2016).
Other authors suggest that the communicative dynamic on Twitter relates to these two
concepts since they allow direct interactions and reciprocal interactions among users
without the need for a full-fledged dialogue (Artwick, 2013; Lewis et al., 2014).

Garcfa-Ortega and Zugasti-Azagra (2018) rightly point out that Twitter's significant
role in political communication stems from the fact that it allows interactivity, which
makes it possible to break with previous communication models based on one-way com-
munication. Like other social networks, Twitter enables, for example, two-way communi-
cation between citizens and political leaders without the need for the mediating action
of traditional journalistic media (Maarek, 2011). However, some research points out that
Twitter’s interactive potential between politicians and citizens never materialises, and
when it does, it is limited. This limitation can be more pronounced during election cam-
paigns, as political actors prefer controlled interaction (Stromer-Galley, 2014).

Christensen (2013) referred to the notion of a “conversational ecology” in this context
of multiple interaction possibilities. This author considers, for example, that retweeting is
more than just simple information distribution but also a more complex social engage-
ment whereby the retweet is
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a form of information diffusion and a means of participating in a diffuse
conversation as well as an act “to validate and engage with others;” thus, re-
gardless of why users embrace retweeting, through broadcasting messages,
they become part of a broader conversation. (Christensen, 2013, p. 651)

On the other hand, “exposure to a politician’s microblog page increased a sense of
direct interaction ( ... ), which improved both overall impressions and the vote intention”
(Lee & Shin, 2012, p. 516), especially considering less affiliative individuals.

Hence, ultimately, we can consider that we are dealing with a new social sphere, the
Twittersphere — where a group of individuals come together to share information and
experiences (Moinuddin, 2019). This sphere allows users of digital tools to engage more
directly in public affairs through direct communication channels and interactions with
political actors, fostering citizen-to-citizen communication without the intermediary of
traditional media (Stieglitz & Dang-Xuan, 2012). This environment has its own conversa-
tional attributes.

Because Twitter’s structure disperses conversation throughout a network of
interconnected actors rather than constraining conversation within bound-
ed spaces or groups, many people may talk about a particular topic at once,
such that others have a sense of being surrounded by a conversation, de-
spite perhaps not being an active contributor. (Boyd et al., 2010, p. 1)

As such, “social media has enabled conversations to occur asynchronously and be-
yond geographic constraints, but they are still typically bounded by a reasonably well-de-
fined group of participants in some sort of shared social context” (Boyd et al., 2010, p. 1).

This study interprets the concept of interaction on Twitter as a political actor’s stra-
tegic communication decision to include in their Twitter feed: (a) Twitter content pro-
duced by other users through retweets; (b) references to other users of the platform with
a direct link using (@) mentioning their name; and (c) links to external content produced
by others, namely traditional media, by including web addresses. It is worth noting that a
single tweet can incorporate one, two, or all three of these connection possibilities. This
type of interaction has a very relevant characteristic for political communication: by initiat-
ing a “conversation” with other users, the political actor is able to have this contact wit-
nessed and eventually participated in by their followers, thus expanding the reach of this
content within a networked communication environment (Cardoso, 2009). Therefore, in
this study, we will consider how the political actors analysed use these three interaction
mechanisms allowed by Twitter: retweets, mentions of other Twitter accounts and the
inclusion of hyperlinks or web addresses.

4. INTERACTION MECHANISMS

4.1. RETWEET

A retweet is an action that allows a user to share, on their own Twitter feed, a tweet
originally published by another user, thereby exposing it to their followers and expanding
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the reach of the original tweet. Retweets are thus a means of redistribution. By retweeting,
the user creates or becomes part of a broader “dialogue”, actively participating in the ongo-
ing “conversation”. “Structurally, retweeting is the Twitter-equivalent of email forwarding
where users post messages originally posted by others” (Boyd et al., 2010, p. 1).

There are multiple reasons for a user to retweet. Firstly, it can mean support, approv-
al or “endorsement” of a specific piece of content that, for that reason, the user is keen to
repost in their feed and thus increase their visibility. However, in political communication,
retweeting can also be used to make an ironic point or expose something considered a
misjudgement by another user. These situations are usually complemented by a comment
or reaction from the retweet’s author explaining their standpoint. Whatever the reason
for the retweet, this action always shows interest (typically positive, although it can also
be ironic or a complaint) and gives remarkable visibility to the activity of a certain user.
(Lopez-Rabadan & Mellado, 2019).

Boyd et al. (2010) have listed several motivations that drive users to retweet: to am-
plify or spread tweets to new audiences; to entertain or inform a specific audience or as an
act of curation; to comment on someone’s tweet by retweeting and adding new content
or starting a conversation; to make one’s presence as a listener visible; to publicly agree
with someone; to validate others’ thoughts; as an act of friendship, loyalty, or homage;
for self-gain, either to gain followers or reciprocity from more visible participants; to save
tweets for future personal access. These authors emphasise that retweeting is more than
the simple distribution of information. It translates into a more complex social engage-
ment. It is an action taken “to validate and engage with others” (Boyd et al., 2010, p. 1).
Thus, “regardless of why users embrace retweeting, through broadcasting messages, they
become part of a broader conversation” (p. 10). As part of such conversations, retweeting
“contributes to a conversational ecology in which conversations are composed of a public
interplay of voices that give rise to an emotional sense of shared conversational context”
(Boyd et al., 2010, p. 1).

Previous academic studies examining how political figures use Twitter’s interaction
tools have provided insights. Firstly, interactions directly affect content dissemination: each
interaction pushes the original content through the network structure in a different way. The
added content can reinforce the original message, but it can also change it by criticising
it or using irony (Baviera et al., 2019). Meraz and Papacharissi (2013) noted that retweets
are often driven by the perceived value of the tweet’s content (rather than, for example, the
person who tweeted). Hansen et al. (2011) noted that the determining factors for a mes-
sage to be retweeted “may depend on the type of content and whether the communication
is intended for a broader audience or a more closed community of friends” (p. 6).

A study focusing on Spanish politicians’ activity on Twitter (Lépez-Garcia, 2016) con-
cluded that retweets clearly serve to promote and rebroadcast the political message and
shore up the party’s base. Regarding mentions of other users’ accounts, the research high-
lighted differences between party leaders: some interact with a significant number of ac-
counts, whose owners, moreover, start the interaction by asking questions or, occasionally,
criticising certain measures or proposals of their party; other party leaders use mentions to
thank other candidates for their work or to respond to mentions made by official accounts
(Lépez-Garcia, 2016).
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4.2. MENTION (@)

The mention (username preceded by the “@” character) allows a direct reference
to another user, integrating them into the message, drawing attention to or prompting
interaction with the user mentioned. On the other hand, anyone who reads the tweet can
link directly to the name mentioned. The fact that different mentions (@1, @2, @3, etc.)
can be included in the same tweet makes it the most appropriate, direct and complete
interaction tool available on Twitter (Lépez-Rabaddn & Mellado, 2019). The mention
can be used as a mechanism for informally initiating a digital conversation with known
or unknown users, thus becoming a public invitation to digital dialogue with enormous
strategic utility for political journalists (Lopez-Rabadan & Mellado, 2019).

4.3. WEBLINK

Twitter allows users to add a link to another web address in a post involving any type
of content. It is a mechanism to surpass the traditional space limitation of this network
by linking to more complete content (textual and audiovisual). In this manner, users lead
their followers to additional information that can be developments on the topic covered
in the tweet, proof of verification of the thesis being put forward or important references
that validate the opinion expressed in the original tweet. The interaction capacity of links
is also limited, but especially linked to other mechanisms, such as retweeting or mention
(@), it offers the possibility of indirectly approaching content produced by media, parties
or political actors (Lépez-Rabadan & Mellado, 2019). Political actors have often used this
mechanism to add references to media content where they or their party are quoted to
their Twitter feed, in a convergence process between new and traditional media.

5. METHOD, RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND RESEARCH HYPOTHESES

We focused our analysis on the tweets published by party leaders: Anténio Costa,
Prime Minister — @antoniocostapm — during the regular periods, local elections and
debate on the state budget, and secretary-general of the Partido Socialista (PS; Socialist
Party), — @antoniocostaps — during the parliamentary elections pre-campaign and
campaign period; Rui Rio, president of the PSD — @ruiriopsd; Catarina Martins, coor-
dinator of the Bloco de Esquerda (BE; Left Bloc) — @catarian_mart; and André Ventura,
president of Chega - @andrecventura. This choice enables the coverage of the Twitter
presence of the leaders of the prominent parties in Portuguese politics — PS and PSD —
as well as the leaders of new parties on the left (BE) and the right (Chega) wings.

The tweets were collected from a longitudinal perspective, spanning five different
periods: the regular period — May 15 to June 15, 2021 (a period with no significant politi-
cal events); the local elections period — September 1 to 28, 2021; the state budget debate
period — October 11 to 28, 2021; the parliamentary pre-campaign and campaign period
— December 8, 2021, to January 31, 2022. The number of tweets posted by each party
leader over the four periods is shown in Table 1.
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REGULIAR LocaL BuUDGET PARLIAMENTARY TotaL
André Ventura 101 128 59 233 521
Anténio Costa 108 53 42 309 512
Catarina Martins 63 98 37 182 380
Rui Rio 40 39 10 74 163
Total 312 318 148 798 1,576

Table 1. Tweets posted per leader/period

This collection formed our database, from which we conducted a content analysis
(Bryman, 2012) of the tweets, using the MAXQDA program and producing the outputs
in a spreadsheet.

5.1. RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The research queries (RQ) for which we seek answers are as follows:

RQ 1. To what extent do party leaders establish connections on Twitter, and what is their typology —
retweets, mentions of other users’ accounts, and inclusion of web addresses?

RQ 2. When these connections are established, who is the object of these connections — party affiliates,
other political parties, the media, or the citizens?

RQ 3. To what extent do party leaders use a media hybridisation approach in their communication strategy
on Twitter, incorporating content from traditional media into their posts?

RQ 4. In cases where the hybridisation strategy is used, what forms does it take?

5.2. RESEARCH HYPOTHESES

Our hypotheses are outlined as follows:

Hypothesis 1. Party leaders interact on Twitter, using the medium’s various possibilities — retweets, ac-
count mentions, and hyperlink incorporation.

Hypothesis 2. Party leaders’ primary interactions are within their party circle and with the traditional media.

Hypothesis 3. Party leaders use a hybridisation strategy, and the leaders of recently established parties do
so more frequently than the leaders of longer-standing parties.

Hypothesis 4. Party leaders use the hybridisation strategy on Twitter to signal their presence in the tra-
ditional media, disseminate excerpts from these contributions or react to content published in the
traditional media.

6. DiscussioN OF FINDINGS

6.1. CONNECTIONS

Connecting on Twitter is a communication strategy with two important functions.
On the one hand, it guides followers to content created by others they consider relevant.
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On the other hand, it meets the need for posting and feeds content into their own Twitter
feed. In this analysis, the first distinction shows how much the resource is used (Figure
2). Thus, we classify a tweet as not connected when it does not include retweets, men-
tions of another account or a web address, and a tweet is considered connected when it
includes at least one of these three link types.

Figure 2. Party leaders’ connections (%) on Twitter

The graphical analysis shows that the main difference is between the strategy of
Anténio Costa and Rui Rio. The PS leader has more of his own tweets and fewer links:
most posts do not include a connection (65.6%); around 1/3 of his tweets do (34.4%).
Thus, about 2/3 of the PS leader’s tweets are his own content with no other network refer-
ences. Rui Rio is the party leader with the highest percentage of connections (74.1%); the
number of tweets with no connections is the lowest of the four leaders analysed (25.9%).
André Ventura has just over half of his tweets (51.4%) with no connections to the web,
while the remainder include (48.6%). A similar pattern can be found in Catarina Martins’
practice: half have hyperlinks (50.4%), and the other half do not (49.6%).

6.2. TYPES OF INTERACTION

The web’s interaction potential allows political actors to further their communi-
cation with other political figures and organisations, citizens, and the media. The data
(Figure 3) shows that André Ventura primarily establishes connections through web ad-
dresses (88.8%). Only 11.2% are retweets, and no reference to personal accounts. Anténio
Costa incorporates retweets (50.8%) in his posts, mentions of other accounts (30.7%)
and, to a lesser extent, references to other web addresses (18.5%). Catarina Martins pre-
dominantly employs retweets (39.9%), followed by mentions of accounts (33.2%) and, in
third place, hyperlinks (26.9%). The main form of connection in Rui Rio’s tweets is the
hyperlink (47.9%), then the retweet (45.9%) and, thirdly, the mention of accounts (6.2%).
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Figure 3. Party leaders’ types of interaction (%) on Twitter

Thus, we can identify three different communication strategies for using these
functionalities. Anténio Costa and Catarina Martins follow a similar strategy, prioritising
retweets, followed by mentions and, lastly, web addresses. Rui Rio retweets and hyper-
links almost equally, with fewer mentions to other accounts. Conversely, André Ventura
predominantly opts to add web addresses, retweets sparingly and does not use the pos-
sibility of mentioning other users’ accounts. These figures show that André Ventura does
not use tweets to refer to other protagonists by mentioning their accounts, and the num-
ber of retweets is also quite low, primarily related to media publications.

When any of the three types of interaction are incorporated, we have identified
three possibilities: links to party circles, the media or citizens. Regarding party circles,
there are five hypotheses: the party itself or its internal organisations (party youth wing or
parliamentary group, for example); political actors within the party; competing political
actors or parties; the Portuguese Government or its internal organisations; international
political actors, parties, governments or political institutions.

6.3. RETWEET

The four leaders have different retweet practices (Figure 4). Anténio Costa primarily
uses retweets to amplify content from his own party’s Twitter feed or internal organisa-
tions (80.6%). However, this happens almost exclusively during the parliamentary elec-
tions’ pre-campaign and electoral campaign periods. He also retweets content from the
Government or Government organisations (11.8%). In third place are the tweets from
politicians, parties, governments or international political institutions (4.3%). It should
be noted that the PS leader posts a limited number of tweets from political actors within
his own party (3.2%). Anténio Costa uses an institutional retweet strategy that refers to
tweets produced by organisations or institutions rather than individual political actors.
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One possible explanation could be that Anténio Costa does not want to signal prefer-
ences for individual political actors. For a political actor, a retweet can be interpreted as a
preference and thus have a political reading. Firstly, it can be seen as an endorsement or
support for a particular piece of content and its author. Perhaps to prevent such interpre-
tations, Anténio Costa retweets a very small number of individual tweets, whether from
his ministers, members of his board or party militants, opting instead for retweets from
organisations or institutions linked to his political sphere.

Figure 4. Party leaders’ object of retweet (%) on Twitter
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André Ventura retweets mostly to disseminate media content (79.3%), often related
to himself or his party. Mentions of André Ventura on traditional media’s Twitter accounts
are promptly echoed on Ventura’s own Twitter feed, thereby broadening the reach of the
original message. Retweets from the party or affiliated organisations come next (17.2%),
and in third place are retweets from international political figures, parties, governments, or
political institutions (3.4%). Within this latter dimension, we find retweets from leaders of
their own European political family, mainly focussing on bilateral contacts.

Catarina Martins retweets almost entirely within her party circle: her party or its affili-
ated organisations (54.7%) and politicians from her party (41.9%). Thus, Catarina Martins’
Twitter feed replicates tweets from the BE (Figure 5), the parliamentary group, members of
Parliament, members of the European Parliament, and BE regional leaders — publications
from the various party branches are visible on Catarina Martins’ Twitter feed.

Figure 5. Catarina Martins — Bloco de Esquerda retweet

Source. From Temos que reconhecer que hd um problema de racismo nas forgas policiais em Portugal, avisa @ JoanaMortagua [Tweet],
by Bloco de Esquerda [@BlocoDeEsquerda], 2021, Twitter. (https://twitter.com/BlocoDeEsquerda/status/1471625514284691461)

Note. We need to acknowledge that there is a problem of racism within the police forces in Portugal, warns
@JoanaMortagua. We can’t look at cases like Odemira’s as if they were isolated. It was an organised
group that hunted down immigrants, and the problem of racism must be addressed.

Rui Rio’s retweets are essentially within his party’s circle. Firstly, his party or its af-
filiated organisations (50.8%) — PSD, Juventude Social Democrata (Social Democratic
Youth), parliamentary group and others — and secondly, from politicians within his party
(35.4%), particularly those who hold positions in his leadership. Media retweets come in
third place (10.8%).

6.4. MENTIONS OF ACCOUNTS

The first aspect worth highlighting is that André Ventura’s Twitter account does
not make any connections with the accounts of other personalities (Figure 6). On André
Ventura’s Twitter account, he is practically the only protagonist. Given that Chega is a highly
personalised party whose leader dominates practically all communication by ignoring the
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names of other party personalities and not making any references to them, it may suggest
an effort to reinforce his central role as the party’s public face in the eyes of his followers.

Figure 6. Party leaders’ object of mention (%) on Twitter

On Anténio Costa’s Twitter account, a notable aspect is that the most frequent
mentions are of accounts belonging to international politicians, political parties, gov-
ernments, or political institutions. A more detailed analysis shows that this primarily
stems from his role as Prime Minister. Thus, whenever Anténio Costa engages in meet-
ings with political leaders from other countries, he includes the accounts of the leaders
or institutions he connected to on his Twitter feed. For example, at a summit with the
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President of the Government of Spain, Anténio Costa mentions in his post both Pedro
Sénchez’s (the President of the Government) account and the account of the Moncloa
(the official residence of the presidency of the Government of Spain). As part of his role
as Prime Minister has an international dimension, Anténio Costa expresses this in his
tweets. That is a distinguishing mark compared to the other party leaders, who have
more limited access to the international political arena. During the election campaign,
the PS secretary-general used a similar approach and mentioned the accounts of inter-
national leaders from his political family, such as the account of the leader of the Social
Democratic Party of Germany and the German Chancellor with messages of support for
the PS campaign (Figure 7). In second place, Anténio Costa’s Twitter account mentions
government accounts and Portuguese government institutions (24.2%).

Figure 7. Antdnio Costa’s tweet mentioning Olaf Sholz’s account

Source. From Obrigado pelo apoio, amigo @ OlafScholz! Na Europa, como em Portugal, seguimos juntos
no combate por uma sociedade mais justa e progressista [Tweet], by Anténio Costa [@antoniocostaps],
2022, Twitter. (https://twitter.com/antoniocostaps/status/1486291700435849218/)

Note. Thank you for your support, my friend @OlafScholz! In Europe, as in Portugal, we fight together for a fairer and more
progressive society, a strong welfare state and a policy that consistently places citizens at the core of our initiatives.

In Catarina Martins’ posts, the most mentions are directed towards accounts of BE
politicians (59.3%), mainly MPs and leaders, and to the party’s own account (10.7%). The
mentions of media accounts (18%) mainly establish a quicker link to Catarina Martins’
interviews or appearances in those media.

Rui Rio predominantly mentions accounts of politicians within his own party
(63.6%) and, secondarily, accounts of international politicians, parties, governments, or
political institutions (27.3%). In the latter case, he references meetings with international
leaders from his political family or within the context of international organisations to
which the PSD is affiliated, such as the European People’s Party. In third place, he men-
tions the party itself or its affiliated organisations (9.1%).

16



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Portuguese Party Leaders on Twitter: Interactions and Media Hybridisation Strategies - Vitor Gongalves

6.5. CONNECTING ON THE WEB

The inclusion of web addresses was noted earlier as the main connection mecha-
nism used by André Ventura on Twitter (Figure 8). This communication strategy aims to
establish links with the media outlets, which is the main destination for the hyperlinks
(96%). Thus, all references in the media universe involving the name of André Ventura
and his party are shared on his Twitter account (Figure 9).

Figure 8. Party leaders’ object of links to web addresses (%) on Twitter

17



Comunicagdo e Sociedade, vol. 44, 2023

Portuguese Party Leaders on Twitter: Interactions and Media Hybridisation Strategies - Vitor Gongalves

Figure 9. Tweet by André Ventura containing a link to media content: television
Source. From 3.1 mil milhdes foram pagos em subvengdes indevidas ou sem controlo. Depois néo hd dinheiro para saldrios e pensdes!
[Tweet], by André Ventura [@AndreCVentura], 2022, Twitter. (https://twitter.com/AndreCVentura/status/1484906476590272517)

Note. 3,1 billion were disbursed in undue or uncontrolled subsidies. Then there’s no money for
salaries and pensions! This is where the money from our brutal taxes goes.

Rui Rio uses a similar strategy, but to a lesser degree: the main link he establishes
is to the media (70.6%), primarily to react to publications in the traditional media, ei-
ther about general politics or directly involving him. In the second place, he uses web
addresses to his own party or party organisations (22.1%). References to competing
politicians or parties (4.4%) and politicians from his party (2.9%) follow.

Antdnio Costa’s case shows that most links established are with his own par-
ty (65.8%). This was particularly evident during the parliamentary election campaign
when PS’ tweets were systematically replicated via hyperlinks on the leader’s account.
Secondly, but by a significant margin, there were links to the media (18.4%) and, third-
ly, the Portuguese Government or Government organisations (10.5%). We also identi-
fied links to international politicians, parties, governments or political organisations
(5.3%). There were no links to competing politicians or parties, politicians from his
own party or citizens. Thus, Anténio Costa’s Twitter strategy tends to remain within the
boundaries of his party, emphasising his party through a form of “self-referentiality”
(Garcia-Ortega & Zugasti-Azagra, 2018). Catarina Martins’ strategy has some similari-
ties. She establishes links primarily to her own party or party organisations (53.4%),
then to the media (32.9%) and thirdly, to citizens (4.1%).
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6.6. HiBRIDISATION: CONNECTING WITH THE MEDIA

Building on the concept of media hybridisation, which highlights the intersections
between new media like Twitter and traditional media — television, print, and radio
(Chadwick, 2013), we examined this category to determine which traditional media outlets
are the focus of interaction by party leaders on Twitter and to what extent (Figure 10).

Figure 10. Party leaders’ connection with the media (%) on Twitter

André Ventura predominantly establishes links with the press (online, traditional,
and agencies), accounting for 61.1% of his interactions, primarily relating to news arti-
cles about himself. Subsequently, he links to television (30.5%), mainly encompassing
interviews and news related to André Ventura, and radio (7.1%).

In Anténio Costa’s Twitter connections, the “other” category takes precedence
(77.8%), including connections to networks such as YouTube and Facebook. This clearly
sets him apart from the other party leaders: Anténio Costa is the party leader who estab-
lishes the most connections with new media and the least with traditional media. The
press and television appear in second place with the same value (11.1%).

Catarina Martins’ primary media connection on Twitter is television (52.8%), fol-
lowed by the press (26.4%) and, in third place, radio (18.9%) — the traditional media.

On Rui Rio’s Twitter account, the press came first (76%), then television (16%)
and, lastly, the “other” category (8%).

7. HYBRIDISATION: TYPOLOGY OF MEDIA INTERACTIONS

This section investigates how party leaders use the Twitter platform to establish
connections with traditional media and examines the type of content that leads to this
hybridisation.
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We consider three dimensions: (a) announcing participation in media shows, such
as interviews and debates, or disseminating content that stems from these participa-
tions; (b) sharing news or comments about themselves; and (c) commenting on news
or opinions published in the media.

Regarding the first dimension, the fact that political leaders can announce on
Twitter their participation in traditional media shows or disseminate content resulting
from these participations is a strategy that has several advantages. Firstly, it is a means
to promote the show itself, making more citizens, in this case Twitter followers, aware
of the event and thus facilitating their engagement with the program. Secondly, it allows
leaders to select and edit the content they want to disseminate from their participation,
essentially taking on the role of gatewatchers (Bruns, 2005). This practice enables politi-
cal actors to enter a domain traditionally reserved for journalists. However, while journal-
ists follow editorial criteria for content curation, political actors’ criteria are assumed to
be driven by political and partisan interests. In other words, political actors can use their
Twitter accounts to publish segments of their participation in interviews and debates that
align with their communication strategy and political interests.

The second dimension involves the possibility of political actors incorporating
news or comments published in the traditional media into their Twitter feeds. This fea-
ture allows political leaders to amplify the impact of traditional media publications by
making them reach their followers.

Thirdly, on their Twitter account, political actors can comment or react to news
or opinions expressed in the traditional media. This practice aligns with the growing
phenomenon of media hybridisation. Traditional mass media outlets typically broadcast
news and opinions, and it was traditionally the role of journalists to request party lead-
ers’ opinions or responses to this content. On the other hand, should there be such
reactions, they could be integrated into the next edition, and there was always a time gap
between the news and the possible reaction. Twitter has bridged this gap by allowing
party leaders to react immediately if they choose to do so. In this case, they can incorpo-
rate the content published in the traditional media and their own comments into their
Twitter feed.

We shall now examine how party leaders, the focal point of this study, put these
interactions into practice (Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Party leaders’ types of interaction (%) on Twitter

In André Ventura's case, the emphasis in hybridisation is primarily on sharing
news or comments (69%), followed by commenting on news or opinions (17%) and
announcing media participation or appearances (14%).

Anténio Costa uses only one of the hybridisation features considered here. The
PS leader uses Twitter to announce his presence in the media or disseminate edited
content from it. He never shares news or comments about himself or on news or opin-
ions in the media.

Catarina Martins uses all three functions to varying degrees. She predominantly
uses the possibility of announcing and promoting content from her media participa-
tion (57.5%), followed by sharing news or comments (27.5%) and, finally, commenting
on news or opinions (15%).

Rui Rio’s strategy has a different approach. Firstly, he comments or reacts to
news published in the media (64.7%), often critically or ironically. Secondly, he uses
Twitter to promote his participation or content from his participation in media shows
(23.5%) and share news from the traditional media (11.8%).

8. CONCLUSIONS

The data collected in this research allows for establishing a typology of commu-
nication strategies implemented by party leaders on Twitter, which we illustrate graphi-
cally (Figure 12).
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Figure 12. Typology of party leaders’ communication strategies on Twitter. Author’s original model

As per the definitions, the “connective strategy” pertains to communication that
centres around creating interactions with other users, often through mechanisms such
as retweets, account mentions or hyperlinks. The “self-referential strategy” involves
communication primarily disseminating personal and political content relating to the
leaders themselves. The “multiple strategy” encompasses communication that com-
bines original content production and establishing connections with other users.

The four party leaders follow the multiple strategy but with subtle variations.
Anténio Costa leans more towards a self-referential approach, predominantly using
Twitter to disseminate his own content. In contrast, Rui Rio tends to have a more con-
nective approach, as he actively establishes connections via Twitter, particularly to react
to news or opinions on national politics. André Ventura and Catarina Martins strike a
more even balance between these two possibilities.

The connective strategy can be party-based — when interactions are primarily es-
tablished with the structures and members within the party circle — and/or media-
based — when connections are established with other media, namely traditional me-
dia, combining content from television, radio, and newspapers on Twitter, as part of a
hybridisation process.

Rui Rio and Catarina Martins are the leaders who most exploit party-based connec-
tions. The PSD leader favours interactions with his party and his party’s political actors,
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namely the members of his core group. Catarina Martins employs an “endogamous”
approach to Twitter, primarily establishing connections with member of Parliament,
members of the European Parliament, leaders and various organisations in her party. In
essence, it is a form of communication within the party “bubble”, where her followers
gain access to the posts of the BE and its key members. Regarding party-based connec-
tions, Anténio Costa and André Ventura follow a similar strategy. The PS leader avoids
direct interactions with party members, which could be interpreted as expressions of
preference or endorsement, opting instead to emphasise his international contacts in
the party connections he establishes. André Ventura also establishes very few connec-
tions with his party and party members adopting a strategy that tends to favour political
personalisation (Van Aelst et al., 2017), a trend in contemporary political communication
characterised by the prominence of individuals and their attributes over political parties
and ideologies (Swanson & Mancini, 1996).

The media hybridisation strategy encompasses three possibilities: the “megaphone
and gatewatching strategy” — when the content posted on Twitter is used to announce
future appearances on television, radio, and newspapers (megaphone) or to promote
segments of these appearances that they have edited themselves (gatewatching). The
“reactive strategy” — when the content posted on Twitter discloses a reaction (com-
ment, response, context, criticism) to content published by other media, particularly tra-
ditional media, “me — about the media”, sometimes assuming an adversarial position.
The “self-centred strategy” — when the content posted on Twitter replicates the refer-
ences to the leader in the traditional media, positioning the party leader at the centre of
communication, “me — in the media”.

Portuguese party leaders adopt different hybridisation strategies. Anténio Costa
only interacts with the traditional media to announce his participation in shows and
disseminate content stemming from these participations — a megaphone and gate-
watching strategy — and does not use Twitter to respond, react to or share news and
comments. Twitter is thus a platform for displaying his actions rather than debating the
ideas surfacing in the media. Catarina Martins follows a similar strategy, using Twitter to
announce her participation and share segments of her media presence. Rui Rio predomi-
nantly follows a reactive strategy — Twitter is where he comments, reacts or responds to
the traditional media, often taking a critical and challenging stance towards the tradition-
al media. The leader of the Chega party heavily relies on media hybridisation, replicating
all the references to him in the traditional media on his Twitter account — a self-centred
strategy. This practice has three advantages: it suggests to followers that he is a politi-
cian with a high profile in the traditional media, highlighting his relevance in the political
system,; it amplifies the impact of publications in the traditional media by reaching voters
who will eventually use the new media to access information; it allows him to add his
own comments or explanations to the references made about him, whether favourable
or unfavourable. André Ventura's Twitter account tells the story of André Ventura in the
traditional media.
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In short, all the party leaders use Twitter’s interactive potential with different in-
tensities. They use Twitter’s interaction methods differently, but mostly in an intra-party
context. Twitter stands as a new arena for conversation between actors from the same
political-party sphere and a forum for engaging with politicians and traditional media
rather than a territory for dialogue with citizens or inter-party communication. It is not
possible to determine a pattern of use based on political notions of left/right or older/
newer parties; on the contrary, the place that leaders occupy on the political scene —
heading the government/leading opposition parties and the individual profile of each
party leader are variables that seem to have a greater influence on communication prac-
tice on Twitter. The study confirms party leaders’ commitment to a media hybridisation
strategy, reinforcing convergence between platforms and thus redefining the media en-
vironment in which political communication takes place, marked by the communication
of communication, which is affirmed as “the communication practice that is both the
most common and the most distinctive of our contemporary way of communicating”
(Cardoso, 2023, p. 287).

Translation: Anabela Delgado
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ABSTRACT

The decline of local journalism, which has lost resources and influence, is reflected in
phenomena such as “news deserts” that are increasingly prevalent worldwide. A recent study
suggests that over half of the municipalities lack local news coverage in Portugal. This article pro-
poses an analysis and reflection on the issues and challenges currently affecting local journalism,
drawing on a review of recent literature. It is presented as the weakest link in the global media
crisis, grappling with traditional business bankruptcies and platform competition. However, it is
also uniquely adaptable to endure in an adverse context. The closure of local media, the struggle
for survival among the remaining outlets, and the reluctance of journalists to involve audiences
in defining news contribute to the erosion of proximity, albeit with some positive signs. Among
these signs is a widespread acknowledgement of the significance of local journalism and a grow-
ing academic interest in this domain.

KeywoRDS
proximity, audience, local journalism, news deserts, platforms

A EROSAO DA PROXIMIDADE: QUESTOES E DESAFIOS DO
JORNALISMO LOCAL NA SOCIEDADE CONTEMPORANEA

REsumo

O enfraquecimento do jornalismo local, que tem perdido meios e influéncia, ¢ traduzido
por fenémenos como os “desertos de noticias”, em mapeamento num numero crescente de
pafses. Em Portugal, um estudo recente aponta para que mais de metade dos municipios se
encontrem carentes de cobertura noticiosa sedeada no territério. Este artigo propde um balanco
e uma reflexdo em torno das questdes e desafios que enfrenta atualmente o jornalismo local,
a partir da revisio da literatura recente. E apresentado como o elo mais fraco na crise global
dos média, sendo o mais afetado pela faléncia do negécio tradicional e pela concorréncia das
plataformas. Contudo, é-lhe também reconhecida uma flexibilidade singular para singrar num
contexto de adversidade. O encerramento de meios locais, a dificil sobrevivéncia dos que ficam e
a resisténcia dos jornalistas em deixar os publicos serem parceiros na defini¢do do que é noticia
sdo alguns dos fatores a contribuir para um momento de erosdo da proximidade, com alguns
sinais positivos. Entre esses sinais, estd o consenso em torno da importéncia do jornalismo local
e um crescente interesse da academia por este campo de estudos.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
proximidade, audiéncia, jornalismo local, desertos de noticias, plataformas
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1. INTRODUCTION

In an era marked by the emergence of “news deserts”, several circumstances con-
tribute to the crisis in local journalism. Firstly, the traditional journalism business’s
bankruptcy, unable to keep pace with the new demands of the digital environment and
overshadowed by unbeatable platform competition — akin to an unmatched Goliath in
this power dynamic. Additionally, the audience’s emancipation plays a pivotal role; they
have changed their position on the board of this power game, transitioning from passive
recipients to active content creators and distributors — and a key element in the “atten-
tion business”.

In this context, local journalism grapples with several challenges, notably in es-
tablishing a fitting business model while upholding its essence of proximity. There is
also the pressing need to navigate the evolving relationship with an audience increas-
ingly involved in shaping and influencing the news. The current issues and challenges
— marked by the decline of local media in the territories and the consequent eroding
impact of local journalism — have been noted in the literature, particularly in the past
15 years. Academia’s growing interest in local journalism in recent years indicates its
emergence as an exciting field of study — with its own issues and challenges to unravel.

This article highlights the main conclusions of the latest academic literature on the
universe of local journalism, encouraging reflection on less explored factors. It delves
into the role of journalists in this erosion of proximity, as certain studies suggest that
merely being present in the territory does not ensure genuine closeness to the audience.
Professional culture and journalists’ perceptions regarding their social legitimacy and
responsibilities also influence this dynamic. As Jerénimo et al. (2020) emphasise, there
is a crucial need to question whether we are “close enough”.

2. THE ISSUES

2.1. BUSINESSES IN TATTERS AMID P1ATFORM COMPETITION

” o

“Crisis”, “disruption”, “pressure”, and “decline” are words often used to describe
the current state of journalism and, in particular, local journalism. It is widely agreed that
the shift to digital has disrupted the traditional media business, compounded by the 2008
economiic crisis and the dominance of digital platforms as formidable competitors in the
advertising sphere. The profound impact of the COVID-19 pandemic since late 2019 has
further intensified these challenges (Harris, 2021; Newman, 2022; Schulz, 2021).

It is also generally agreed that local and regional media have been the weakest
link in this global crisis, as audiences and advertising revenue have shifted to the big
platforms, with many titles (some historic) shutting down and others cutting back on re-
sources (Schulz, 2021). According to Schulz (2021), “local newspapers in particular have
been hit hard by disruption to both consumer behaviour and business models, and the
pandemic has only increased pressures” (p. 42). The Reuters Institute Digital News Report
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2022 signalled the strengthening influence of digital platforms in an "incredibly competi-
tive marketplace for attention" (Nielsen, 2022, p. 5). In the Foreword to this report, Nielsen
(2022) states that

most news media continue to struggle in an unforgiving winner-takes-most
online environment, where the bulk of audience attention and advertising
spending goes to digital platforms, and where many new voices — ranging
from creators and influencers to activists and politicians — are carving out
their own place, competing head-on with journalists for attention. (p. 5)

Current trends include “a weakening of the connection between journalism and much
of the public, and younger people using media in ways that challenge inherited approaches
to the business and practice of journalism” (Nielsen, 2022, p. 5) — which translates to a
preference for platforms as the primary source for accessing news and information overall.
Higher levels of distrust and voluntary disengagement from news were among the main
trends identified. Within the 46 countries studied, only seven did not see a drop in trust
towards traditional media, and in most of them, citizens are still unwilling to pay to read
news. When they subscribe to news, a large proportion of digital subscriptions go to just a
few big national brands (Newman, 2022, pp. 10-11).

For Sjovaag and Owren (2021), local journalism has suffered particularly acutely
from the failure of its “umbrella” market model — which guaranteed it a share of the ad-
vertising market from advertisers looking for local targets. The introduction of algorithmic
and programmatic processes in advertising was a major blow to the sector. According to
the authors, local newspapers have proved to be “more vulnerable” than national newspa-
pers since the latter have the corporate capacity to conquer new markets. A report by the
International Press Institute (Park, 2021) emphasises this unequal competition:

the disruption has been particularly acute in local media as the advertising
opportunities presented by the big platforms’ algorithmic micro-targeting
most directly replicate the traditional offering of local media (think Google’s
powerful “near me” offering). Large, often national, advertisers also prefer
to place at scale, bypassing the much smaller (particularly start-up) local

players. (p. 35)

Recently, the Australian government kicked off what could be “a global turn towards
platform regulation” (Bossio et al., 2022, p. 136) by implementing a law that obliges large
digital platforms to negotiate with local media for the right to share their news. The enact-
ment of the “Australian News Media and Digital Platforms Mandatory Bargaining Code”
made Facebook retaliate by blocking several Australian news companies’ ability to share
for a few days. The regulation of platforms is an ongoing heated debate.

2.2. THE NEws DESERTS

The significant and accentuated closure of local newspapers over the last 15 years
has been coined with a striking name in the United States: “news deserts”. Since then, this
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closure of local newspapers to the point of leaving communities, and even entire regions,
devoid of any traditional media representation has been mapped in other countries. The
project led by Penelope Abernathy — The Expanding News Deserts' — initiated data collec-
tion in 2005. It highlights the closure of local newspapers, journalist unemployment, own-
ership concentration, and the rise of new media primarily aligned with (political or social)
causes as contributors to these news deserts. Among the surviving newspapers — even
prestigious ones such as Pulitzer Prize winners and historically significant titles — many
have become “mere ‘ghosts,’ or shells of their former selves” (Abernathy, 2020, p. 5).

The vanishing of local newspapers and journalists, leaving behind a landscape of sur-
vivors and ghosts, paints the picture of news deserts: “a community, either rural or urban,
where residents have very limited access to the sort of credible and comprehensive news
and information that feed democracy at the grassroots level” (Abernathy, 2020, p. 18). The
current era has starkly highlighted this phenomenon. The pandemic

has exposed the deep fissures that have stealthily undermined the health of
local journalism in recent years, while also reminding us of how important
timely and credible local news and information are to our health and that of
our community. (Abernathy, 2020, p. 5)

Ferrier et al. (2016) highlighted a concern in the United States: acknowledging news-
papers’ role in “[meeting] critical news and information needs” might pose a risk to democ-
racy. Engaged in another monitoring endeavour — the Media Deserts Project> — these au-
thors favour the definition of “media deserts”, considering it multidimensional and more
likely to incorporate various layers of analysis, such as access and algorithms.

The phenomenon has also been mapped in Brazil since 2017 through the Atlas da
Noticia project (https://www.atlas.jor.br; Silva & Pimenta, 2020). Their latest report indi-
cates that 52% of Brazilian municipalities, encompassing approximately 29,000,000 peo-
ple, are classified as news deserts. Most of these “deserts” are located in the northern
region of the country, where there has also been an emergence of numerous new online
news outlets (Belda & Pimenta, 2022).

The Local News Research Project (https://localnewsresearchproject.ca) in Canada has
been active since 2008, combining content analysis and digital mapping to explore issues
related to local news. Meanwhile, in another latitude, the Australian Newsroom Mapping
Project (https://anmp.piji.com.au) is associated with the Public Interest Journalism
Initiative, an independent, non-profit observatory. It presents the data on an interactive
map delineating Australia’s news deserts, highlighting a 15% decline in local newspapers
between 2008 and 2018. This decline has left dozens of territories without a single local
news outlet (Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, 2019).

' This initiative is part of the Center for Innovation and Sustainability in Local Media, housed within the Hussman School
of Journalism and Media at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in the United States. Its website is https://www.
usnewsdeserts.com.

2The Media Deserts Project is a joint research project of the E.W. Scripps School of Journalism, the Department of Geography
and the Voinovich School of Leadership and Public Affairs at Ohio University in the United States. You can explore further
details at https://www.mediadeserts.wordpress.com.
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In Portugal, efforts are underway to map news deserts, with an initial contribution
from the study by Jerénimo et al. (2020). This study updated the last comprehensive sec-
tor overview published by the Regulatory Authority for the Media (ERC) in 2010 (Martins
& Gongalves, 2010). Jerénimo et al. (2020) highlighted a “significant decrease in local
media landscape, especially since 2004” (p. 814).

This trend placed Portugal in the widespread crisis of local journalism, even though
Portugal continues to show “a certain vitality of the local media” and is portrayed as “a
paradigmatic case in the European context”, as highlighted by the authors (Jerénimo et
al., 2020, p. 814). Many of them, however, were characterised by small, financially precari-
ous newsrooms with low remuneration, upholding their commitment to “journalism that
is faithful to traditional values and seeks to meet the needs of the community” (p. 814).

In the initial attempt to chart Portugal’s news deserts, Ramos (2021) identified 18.5%
of municipalities facing this predicament — the vast majority located in territories with
low population density and per capita income, primarily within the country’s interior. The
study was further developed the following year through a database built by the authors,
built upon the most up-to-date ERC records and after the list had been cleared, and a
thorough verification of media activity in each region was conducted (Jerénimo et al.,
2022). Their findings indicate that over half of Portugal’s municipalities are currently news
deserts or are at risk of becoming one (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Map of news deserts in Portugal

Source. From “Mapas dos Desertos de Noticias: Portugal”, by P. Jerénimo, G. Ramos, & L. Torre, 2022, from Desertos de Noticias
Europa 2022: Relatdrio de Portugal, p. 24. Copyright 2022 by Pedro Jerénino, Giovanni Ramos, Luisa Torre and Daniel Baldaia.
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The authors highlight that out of the country’s 308 municipalities, 166 (53.9%) are
currently identified as desert, semi-desert, or facing imminent threats of news scarcity.
Moreover, a quarter of the municipalities (25.3%) “lack satisfactory or regular news cov-
erage altogether” (Jerénimo et al., 2022, p. 20). Notably, 59% of Portuguese municipali-
ties do not have printed newspapers. Furthermore, consistent with Ramos’s initial study
(2021), the phenomenon is predominantly internalised within the country — 80% of
these news deserts and semi-deserts are concentrated in inland municipalities across
the North, Centre, and Alentejo regions.

The correlation between news deserts and low population density is further under-
scored (58% of the least inhabited municipalities face this situation), with some demo-
graphic data advanced in the MediaTrust project report.

Over 13.4% of the country’s citizens reside in news deserts or communi-
ties at risk of becoming news deserts. That is 1,390,493 people living in the
78 counties with insufficient regular news coverage or in the 88 counties
relying on just one media outlet for more frequent local news coverage.
(Jerénimo et al., 2022, p. 21)

In a study that advocates for integrating additional dimensions and approaches in
the inherently intricate research surrounding news deserts, Agnes Gulyas (2022) found
that 10% of the most deprived areas in the UK are also those less served with local news
media. In this pioneering study of British news deserts, the author argues that “research-
ing spatial inequalities should go beyond just recognising variations between different
localities and aim to identify how and why spatial context contributes to inequality and
links to existing socio-economic inequalities” (Gulyas, 2022, p. 25).

2.3. ACTUAL AND PERCEIVED PROXIMITY

Exploring one of the United States’ “news deserts”, Mathews (2020) analysed the
impact of the closure of a local newspaper that had been in operation for 99 years. As
the article’s author suggests, the findings indicate “a negative impact on community
members’ sense of community, with participants missing celebrated gatherings and not-
ing increased isolation and diminished pride in their community” (p. 1250). Binns and
Arnold (2020) refer to another consequence in their study examining the closure of local
newspapers in the UK and the dwindling number of journalists in those still operational:
the lack of coverage of criminal cases, which leads to reduced scrutiny of police action
and investigation.

Still in Europe, specifically in Sweden, a study by M. Karlsson and H. Rowe (2019)
underscores the risk of exclusion certain territories face. The authors found that news
about communities without local newspapers was dominated by institutional actors and
mainly reported on crime — a sign that news organisations wanted to do the same job
from a distance and with fewer resources.
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The absence of an editorial office seems to result in a dilution effect, pro-
ducing news stories that are feasible in several news outlets (and possibly
municipalities). Or, put differently, the absence of an editorial office in a
municipality seems to result in less news aimed specifically at that munici-
pality. (Karlsson & Rowe, 2019, p. 22)

It should also be noted that the author’s (Karlsson & Rowe, 2019) findings suggest
a nuanced understanding of “presence” in proximity journalism. They emphasise that
“presence” should denote permanence: “presence is not understood as simply being on
the scene occasionally or when something dramatic happens, but a presence that has
longevity in order for journalists to become familiar with the people, the community and
their issues” (p. 16).

However, mere presence might not necessarily translate to increased engagement
with the community, according to Jacob L. Nelson (2021). In a study examining how two
Chicago newspapers in the United States sought to get closer to their audiences, the au-
thor outlined how the different strategies were primarily rooted in audience perception.
One team endeavoured to present their stories appealingly, leveraging audience metrics;
the other prioritised integrating everyday life issues, particularly from under-represented
communities, into their news coverage.

The author points out that the former journalism’s “problem is one of distribution”
while for the latter, “it’s representation” (Nelson, 2021, p. 13). Nelson (2021) suggests
taking into account, when considering proximity, what he believes to be “one of the most
important — yet least studied — aspects of journalism: the connection between how jour-
nalists perceive and pursue their audiences” (p. 18).

The rise of an engaged public actively involved in content creation and dissemina-
tion, marking the digital era’s revolution, appears to clash with journalism’s reluctance
to embrace challenges to its traditional model. This resistance to change has been appar-
ent since as far back as 2006 when journalism professor Jay Rosen (2006) penned the
renowned essay "The People Formerly Known as the Audience" on his blog PressThink
— Ghost of Democracy in the Media Machine (https://pressthink.org). In May 2021, Rosen,
whose advocacy of citizen journalism is famous, declared on the social network Twitter
that the prestigious Pulitzer Prize for journalism “would be smart to create a special cat-
egory where the people formerly known as the audience can be recognised for commit-
ting journalism”. Less than a month later, he rejoiced when American teenager Daniela
Frazier received a special citation in these awards (Fu, 2021) for filming and posting on
social media the death of George Floyd at the hands of a police officer (who was later
convicted of murder) in May 2020. The video triggered protests against police violence
and racism — sparking a broader debate about whether citizens engaging in such ac-
tions could be considered “acts of journalism” (Fidalgo, 2021).

Social media has propelled the evolution of news delivery into a new paradigm
— the “unbundling of news” (Jurno & D’Andréa, 2020; Newman et al., 2021). “The
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journalistic product of a newspaper, provided in the form of an organised bundle to the
audience, is transformed into many isolated pieces of content offered in a personalised
way to spread users” point out Jurno and D’Andréa (2020, p. 508).

For local journalism, this has meant losing importance as the main source of infor-
mation in its region of influence. According to the Reuters Institute Digital News Report
2021 (Newman et al., 2021), when it comes to local media, social media and direct search
take the biggest shares for information about shops and restaurants (49%), local ser-
vices (47%), or things to do in the area (46%). Although these searches direct the public
to local media content, “in many cases, the information being sought is contained within
the platform, making them a destination in their own right” (Schulz, 2021, p. 45).

In an analysis of Facebook’s actions since 2017, as part of the Facebook Journalism
Project with local journalism (focusing on partnerships, funding projects and training
journalists), Jurno and D’Andréa (2020) consider that we can now speak of a “platform-
isation of journalism”. The gradual penetration of platform logic into the journalistic
process has “strongly normative and prescriptive dimensions” that “appropriates and
tightens the values and practices” (p. 519).

3. TuE CHALLENGES

3.1. Tue New P1AYERS IN THE NEws FIELD

Given the growing attention and diverse perspectives on the relationship between
journalism and its audiences, Jay Rosen’s expression seems to remain relevant. Vos et
al. (2018) discuss a permanent negotiation of journalism’s social legitimacy. As the au-
dience is the judge of journalism’s social legitimacy but also as the basis of the “atten-
tion market”, “journalists have found themselves in a complex relationship with news
audiences” (Vos et al., 2018, p. 1009) — which becomes even more complex the more
empowered the audience becomes to interfere in the digital environment. Journalists,
who were once the “sole guardians of journalistic capital” (Vos et al., 2018, p. 1009), face
citizens as new players.

Critical functions like the watchdog and gatekeeper roles are at stake. Journalists are
faced with the ongoing task of negotiating their legitimacy (Vos et al., 2018), realising
that the local public tends to hold a more critical perception of journalism than those
within the profession. This public did not strongly endorse traditional journalism norms
such as watchdog and rapid reporting. Instead, it perceived such roles as providing a
community forum as more important. Vos et al. (2018) conclude that if journalists paid
more attention to the public in news production, “a more active and interventionist jour-
nalism could result” (p. 1024), leaving a call for more research into “the misalignment
between journalists and the public’s views of journalistic role” and into the mechanisms
by which the public influences journalism (p. 1024).
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Harcup and O’Neill (2017) revisited their taxonomy of news values, initially pre-
sented in 2001 — a reference in journalism studies — drawing on the review of John
Galtung and Mari Ruge’s seminal study?. The advent of social media has significantly
impacted the revised array of news values, introducing a notable addition: shareability.

There may be little doubt that digital media can help challenge mainstream
news agendas, but the most popular stories do not reflect this democratic
ideal. Rather, the most common news value is entertainment; such stories
seem to be shared by online readers because they are fun, and sharing them
can brighten the day. (Harcup & O’Neill, 2017, p. 1480)

However, these authors suggest that this revisitation should be seen as a tool for
analysis and further research since other factors are involved in journalists’ choice of
subjects that become news. This is because, they point out, “who is selecting news, for
whom, in what medium and by what means (and available resources), may well be as
important as whatever news values may or may not be inherent in any potential story”
(Harcup & O’Neill, 2017, p. 1483) — and that’s why when you ask a journalist why some-
thing is news and he answers “it just is!”, “there will always remain an element of truth
to the reply” (p. 1483), they emphasise.

For Jacob L. Nelson (2021), these “gut instincts” today, combined with audience
metrics, lead journalists to decide what they think the public wants. However, for this au-
thor, journalists have always been chasing an “imagined audience”, and the stories they
tell “are moulded and constrained by the assumptions they form about the people they
hope to reach. Have grown even more important in recent years” (p. 2). “As the news in-
dustry attempts to overcome its ongoing crisis of diminishing revenue and public trust,
its focus has increasingly shifted toward embracing a public it was once all too happy to
largely ignore” (Nelson, 2021, p. 2).

The panorama has changed with the need to captivate audience loyalty in an
“emerging consensus” that brings together journalists, media managers, investors and
researchers, and whose implementation (and theorising) has been given various names,
such as “engaged”, “participatory”, “reciprocal” or “public-powered” journalism — with
the terminology effort signalling that “all of which trace the profession’s [journalism]
problems to the notion that audiences are no longer willing to tolerate a one-sided rela-
tionship with the power dynamic is skewed and their input or rarely solicited or valued”
(Nelson, 2021, p. 3).

Nelson (2021) argues, taking on a “counter-narrative” (p. 5), that journalists should
accept, with “journalistic humility” (p. 6), that they will never be able to fully understand
or control their audiences, at the end of the day, these attempts to engage with them
may function more as “a means to improve journalism than a means to increase reader-
ship” (p. 6). Despite this shift towards the audience, the author notes that “there is no

3 Galtung and Ruge’s study, entitled “The Structure of Foreign News”, was published in the Journal of International Peace
Research in 1965 (Harcup & O'Neill, 2001, p. 261).
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consistent conceptualisation of the news audience” (Nelson, 2021, p. 144), even with the
increasingly sophisticated data collection methods. He highlights that journalists have
always relied on “intuition and gut instincts” (Nelson, 2021, p. 145) to determine who
they are and what they want from the news.

3.2. QUESTIONING THE APPLICATION OF PROXIMITY

At this point, there is a question about whether the same applies to local journal-
ism, traditionally driven by proximity. A study by Jerénimo et al. (2020) delves into what
Erik Neveu (2001/2005) identifies as a peril of professional mythology, emphasising how
journalists often formulate theories about their own practices.

The practice of an imagined proximity journalism is sometimes far from
reality. Local journalists are not always as available or as close to the com-
munity as they claim. When this happens, it is more to feed the journalistic
needs (make news) than to seek a permanent dialogue. (Jerénimo et al.,
2020, pp. 818-819)

The literature underscores the widespread stance among local journalists in vari-
ous countries, asserting their authority status within their communities. Jerénimo et al.
(2020) cross-referenced local journalists’ perceptions of proximity with how they lever-
age the digital environment to exercise it. While the study noted some under-utilisation
of the digital environment in production routines, it highlighted the extensive integration
of Facebook and Twitter in the day-to-day practices of local journalists. The study con-
ducted primarily in the Centre region (where most regional and local media in Portugal
are concentrated) concludes that digital tools are predominantly employed for gathering
information rather than fostering citizen engagement. Additionally, it identifies a division
in journalists’ stances on this matter. The authors claim that “not everyone seems willing
to establish a permanent dialogue with citizens, mediated technologically” (Jerénimo et
al., 2020, p. 823).

Boesman et al. (2021) sought to test the “participatory journalism” ideal, which
they believe dominates contemporary journalism practice and study. They observed dis-
crepancies and conflicting outcomes in the literature while assessing whether journalists
and the public express different conceptions of what constitutes news. Building on the
methods adopted in previous studies like Harcup and O’Neill (2017) and drawing from
their own research that indicated limited audience participation in the initial stages of
the news process, the authors set out to examine whether the audience’s perception of
news values clashed with those of journalists.

The decision to focus on the initial phase of news production (selection and fram-
ing) is attributed to this phase being when journalists tend to put up the most barriers
to safeguard their professional authority and control over determining what qualifies as
news. The previous findings “do not necessarily mean that journalists do not see value in

I0
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audiences as idea generators and/or as sources, but they are unsure about how to organ-
ise and monitor user contributions exactly” (Boesman et al., 2021, p. 144). These conclu-
sions, drawn from research conducted in the Netherlands, align with the outcomes of
the Portuguese study.

Boesman et al. (2021) chose to analyse the practices of local journalists in their in-
teraction with their audience because these journalists position themselves as “commu-
nity members first and journalists second” (p. 146). They aimed to understand whether
these journalists are in any way challenged by news values suggested by the audience.
Across three newsrooms analysed in their study, the audience posed challenges to the
journalists, urging them to reconsider what constitutes recent news (excluding urgent
matters), “forget the power elite” (prominence), advocating for a move from conflict-
centric reporting to a more constructivist approach (making the news more solutions-
orientated), and emphasising a focus on narratives intertwined with the community’s
history and essence.

In short, journalists were challenged on traditionally non-negotiable news values:
recency, novelty and relevance, and their independence since incorporating the participa-
tory ideal into news production entails the potential of dealing with disgruntled citizens
pursuing personal agendas or seeking free publicity. Boesman et al. (2021) underscore
the significance of comprehending the public’s perspective on newsworthiness more
deeply. “Instead of considering audience suggestions as a binary matter of newsworthi-
ness (or not), journalists would do more justice to participating audiences by looking at
how they can make audience input newsworthy” (Boesman et al., 2021, p. 159).

Making the audience’s contribution newsworthy was one of the common trends
among 30 local media projects described in a report by the International Press Institute
(Park, 2021), highlighting the resurgence of local news projects across various countries
worldwide. “Successful local media have a clear sense of their mission, editorial vision
and audience (or potential audience). This confidence is guiding a reimagining of jour-
nalism to meet the needs of their community” (Park, 2021, p. 4). These diverse local
media strategies, spanning different continents, share a commitment to reflecting and
shaping the community. They demonstrate an awareness of cultural complexity and di-
versity while “looking like the community” (Park, 2021, p. 4).

On the other hand, these projects are characterised by “engagement of local com-
munities ( ... ) embedded across the process chain” with a sense of equity and inclusion
(and even the creation of literacy and training for citizen journalists), “journalism of
service” and an effort to understand and make events relevant to local audiences. “There
is no right or wrong model — nor one single best product. Local news media are finding
ways to reach their audience where they are” the report reads (Park, 2021, p. 6).

Recent research conducted by Jenkins and Nielsen (2019, 2020) underscores the
unique adaptability of local newspapers in meeting this challenge, although constrained
by the technological and generational transition. The authors emphasise the quest for
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novel strategies ensuring the financial sustainability of these ventures, which encom-
passes editorial aspects, noting the coexistence of so-called quality and popular journal-
ism approaches. The commitment to upholding traditional values (historical presence,
professional values and readers’ trust) and emphasising proximity and public service
remain steadfast as they endeavour to win over online audiences. This phenomenon
leads the authors to label local newspapers as “ambidextrous organisations” (Jenkins &
Nielsen, 2020, p. 485).

3.3. THE “RETURN TO THE LoCAL” IN RESEARCH

The crisis confronting local media, epitomised by concepts like news deserts, has
fuelled heightened scholarly interest in this sector, characterised by Jerénimo and Correia
(2020) as a “return to the local” within journalism studies.

Following a period dominated by discussions on globalisation, propelled
by technological advancements and chiefly the advent of the Internet, there
appears to be a shift in focus toward advocating for a return to the local.
At the heart of this return lies an acknowledgement of the significance of
(re)visiting territories and communities and (re)discovering their identities.

(Jerénimo & Correia, 2020, p. 11)

Recent literature acknowledges the contribution of local media in fostering social
cohesion, shaping identity, and facilitating democratic enlightenment of the community
and proximity news production... despite all their flaws, which many studies have also
identified. “There is compelling evidence that local journalism, despite its shortcomings,
is actually often informative and helps people follow local public affairs” (Nielsen, 2015,
p. 18). The author highlights research findings that suggest that local journalism “helps
generate higher levels of civic and political engagement” and also “contributes to com-
munity integration, represents communities, and helps tie people together” (Nielsen,
2015, p. 18). For Brian McNair (2006),

if news is our window on the world, local news is our window on that part
of the world we actually inhabit ( ... ), tells us what’s happening in our own
streets and backyards. Parochial by definition, local journalism is part of the
social cement which binds communities together and is widely and rightly

viewed as an essential element in the construction of local identity. (p. 37)
Around the same time, Aldridge (2007) emphasised the pivotal position:

local mediamaylack glamour, buttheirimportanceis beyond doubt. The com-
munity of residence is, as Friedland so vividly expresses it in Habermasian
terms, the ‘seam’ between the system and the lifeworld (2001:374). Here in-

stitutional structures and processes become daily reality. For most people,
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most of the time, everyday needs are met and regular routines played out

within familiar territory. (p. 161)

Several years and major changes later, this perspective endures. Jenkins and Nielsen
(2019) refer to local media as a “cornerstone” within communities. Carlos Camponez
(2011) delves into the symbolic dimension of this journalism as a “communicational
pact forged within place-based communities — that is, communities identifying them-
selves through values and interests cultivated and perpetuated locally, stemming from
experiences entrenched in specific territories” (p. 36).

Nielsen (2015) brings forth a nuanced perspective, stating that “journalists and
journalism scholars alike are and have been ambivalent about the quality of local jour-
nalism” (p. 1). It is a sector with “terrible” shortcomings — and he underscores, for ex-
ample, the prevalence of deferential attitudes towards local powers and figures, or even
advertisers. We would also draw on the contribution of Ross (2006), who delves into
how the local media reproduced the same “circuit of meaning” as the national media,
privileging an elite white male voice and perspective even though the local press “has
much more freedom to promote more diverse views because it is not tied to a national
agenda” (p. 232).

We can also refer to local journalism’s tendency to produce “soft news stories” and
promote “rural idyll representations” as one of these controversial effects of community
proximity (Freeman, 2020, pp. 14-15). This inclination towards preserving the image of
the community sometimes overriding adherence to traditional journalistic news values
(such as conflict and controversy) should be analysed in the light of the specificity of
local journalism — the case involving a local newspaper that took a “moral compass”
position in its news coverage of a fractious issue rather than “normative ideas about the
role of journalism”, reported by Hess and Waller (2020, p. 586).

Leupold et al. (2018) concluded in a study of local newspapers in Germany that lo-
cal journalism is characterised by “a docile and uncritical style of reporting that empha-
sises the positive aspects of local civil society actors and community life” (p. 4), confirm-
ing other previous studies that reported “a lack of conflictive, critical, and investigative
journalism” (p. 4). The local media preferred to prioritise news linked to social cohesion,
such as networking, trust in institutions, identification, and respect for social norms.

Revisiting Nielsen’s (2015) reasoning on ambivalence, the literature suggests that,
despite its “terrible shortcomings”, local journalism is also seen as “terribly important”
as it is a forum for debate and a hub for the community.

The reality of local journalism probably lies not between these two extremes,
but in their combination. Like journalism more broadly, local journalism
may well be frequently terrible and yet also terribly important. Local journal-
ism does not always play its roles well, but the roles it plays are important.

(Nielsen, 2015, p. 1)
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Michael Schudson (2019) proposes a reconciliation, saying there is no divergence
between the acceleration of society and the permanence, or slower change, of certain val-
ues. He contends that the world consists of juxtaposed layers moving at varying speeds.

Though we live culturally more and more online, we also live as we always
did, embodied, and in one place at a time. We carry devices through which
we are in touch with a wider world, but we are in touch from our own homes,
neighbourhoods, workplaces, worrying about our own families and friends
and love lives, and whether there’s enough milk in the fridge for tomorrow’s
breakfast. (Shudson, 2019, p. 79)

For this reason, even though there is “plenty of reason for concern about a rapidly
shifting context for journalism”, “we should give this full consideration in relation to
journalism’s impressive continuities” (Schudson, 2019, p. 79).

Guimera et al. (2018) had already stated that this was a “vibrant line of research”
(p. 6) with four main ramifications: the impact of transformations in the local media sec-
tor on the lives of communities, the economic crisis of local media and the emergence of
hyperlocal media, participation, and content produced by the public, and changes in lo-
cal journalistic culture. Among the gaps to be filled in the field, the authors identified the
need to theorise and better delimit “an object of study which is by definition heterogene-
ous and highly dynamic” (p. 7) and to deepen knowledge about the origins of changes in
the sector, observing the evolution of news projects over several decades — and not just
since the advent of digital journalism. The authors also suggest strengthening the audi-
ence’s perspective for “a deeper reflection on the redistribution of legitimacies in local
news production and the position of media professionals in an ecosystem filled with new
voices that do not always get to be heard” (Guimera et al., 2018, p. 8).

Gulyas and Baines (2020) also call for

greater awareness of historical connections. Local media have a long his-
tory, and yet our understanding of the historical development of the sector,
its continuities and discontinuities, and how histories and their legacies

shape contemporary structures and realities is arguably limited. (p. 17)

These authors (Gulyas & Baines, 2020) reinforce Guimera et al.’s (2018) call for a
deeper understanding of the reality in countries other than those where most research in
this field is concentrated to expand the landscape and the potential for comparative studies.

Gulyas and Baines (2020) confirmed the growing interest in this line of research
by searching the Web of Science Core Collection database, which revealed that around
70% of publications on journalism, media and local news for the period between 1977
and 2019 appeared in the last ten years — and about half of them in the last five. The au-
thors point out the “significant geographical variations between the countries covered”
(Gulyas & Baines, 2020, p. 1), with around 40% of publications about the United States,
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8.5% about the United Kingdom, 7.5% about Australia and 5% about Canada. A further
60 countries share the remaining 38% of academic interest.

The same authors stress the importance of revisiting and refining, deepening and
clarifying new and classic terminologies and concepts such as “local”, “local journal-
ism”, and “community”, given recent studies that “suggest that a transformation is tak-
ing place in the manner in which communities are perceived in the field — less as object,
more as process and practice, as action, activity, purpose” (Gulyas & Baines, 2020, p. 4).

In line with this concern, Hess and Waller (2020) note that while it is important to
analyse what is said (and by whom) in local news, it is also important to explore what is
not said because of the eloquence that what is left unsaid (and possibly also by whom)
can have. “Routinely viewed as undemocratic, in binary opposition to voice, and as a
barrier for minorities (and also sometimes for journalists themselves), silence remains
under-examined and under-theorised in the garrulous excesses of the digital age” (Hess
& Waller, 2020, pp. 586—587). This growing interest in the field of local media has a sin-
gularity, Guimera et al. (2018) point out: “[it] is often accompanied by a sense of urgency,
the feeling of approaching an object of study in danger of extinction, and the desire to
contribute to its survival” (p. 5).

4. CONCLUSION

Within the broader media crisis, local journalism is being reconfigured in terms of
its audience engagement practices and strategies, business models, news formats, and
a certain reflection on journalistic values. In recent years, research interest in this field
of study has flourished, prompting a review of its path. There are calls to refine termi-
nological rigour and study realities under-represented in literature. There are also calls
for creating a shared meaning encompassing the common interest of mapping, under-
standing, and even supporting local journalism in its survival — and, more than that, in
its progress and sustainability.

The field’s main issues encompass the collapse of the traditional business model
and platform competition, the rise of news deserts and the erosion of proximity in jour-
nalistic practices. As for the challenges, we highlight those posed by the emancipation
of audiences, which are pushing journalists to review and confront their traditional news

values and professional practice rituals, as well as a flourishing academic interest in this
field of study.

Translation: Anabela Delgado
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