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ABSTRACT 

The European Commission Vice-President conveyed a worrying diagnosis of the news media in her 

2021 speech at the Media4Europe Summit. According to Vĕra Jourová, the pandemic further 

exacerbated the economic crisis of the press sector that had started well before (EuropeMediaLab, 

2021). Adding to the considerable income losses in recent decades, the plunging of the advertising 

revenues of the COVID-19 pandemic worsened the already grim financial situation experienced by the 

generality of the media sector (Olsen et al., 2020) and threatened to become an ‘extinction event’ 

(Ahmed, 2020) particularly to the printed press. As a result of the extraordinary scenario, some 

countries, like Portugal, introduced a temporary aid measure to cushion the economic impact of the 

pandemic and support professional news journalism in the public interest. Such government 

intervention in the form of financial support raised some doubts about their effectiveness and state 

dependency of the press in the long run, and it unveiled the prevailing split in terms of the economic 

orientation philosophy of the press firms in facing the media industry problems (Holtz-Bacha, 2021, 

p.44; Murschetz, 2020). 

Against this backdrop, this study aims to reveal how the media managers in the Portugal dealt with the 

problematic decision to whether accept some of the exceptional aid to cope with COVID-induced 

economic pressures or struggle to survive without some form of public support. 

The impact of the COVID in the Portuguese media 

At present, there is still limited knowledge of the specific dangers faced by journalists during the 

COVID-19 in Portugal. What is known is that the decrease in global revenues from sales of print copies 

and advertising (ERC, 2020) following the general lockdown in the country from 18 March until 2 May, 

urged media titles to ask journalists to either accept temporary unemployment or to work from home 

(Fidalgo, 2021, p.299)  something which but accelerated ‘the use of temporary contracts, dismissals or 

lay-offs’ and worsened the short and medium-term professional expectations (Camponez et al., 2021; 

Garcia et al., 2021; Miranda et al., 2021). Hence, the COVID-induced constraints sharpened the already 

critical scenario of the generality of the Portuguese media groups grappling with serious financial 

problems before the pandemic. By then, the economic pressures already comprised “huge debts, 

declining print sales and shrinking audiences” (Carvalho, 2020) sided with commercialization and 
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maximization of the profit in a market with profitability and liquidity constraints that had implications 

in terms of downsizing of the newsrooms and journalists becoming redundant or abandoning the 

profession (Fidalgo, 2021, p.341; Lopes, 2016). 

Adding to the extant anecdotal evidence on the economic sustainability (ERC, 2020; Fidalgo, 2021) and 

the working conditions (Camponez et al., 2021; Garcia et al., 2021; Miranda et al., 2021) of the 

Portuguese media companies, a recent academic study attempted to put the economic dimension into 

perspective through documenting the threats that journalists in the country were likely to experience to 

their professional freedom and personal safety (Novais, 2022). While analysing press incidents that 

took place between the first case of COVID-19, in March 2020, and the end of 2021, the study displayed 

that half of those threats were economic-related, prevailing over information access, physical and 

verbal attacks, as well as smear campaigns and online harassment (Novais, 2022, p.8). More concretely, 

the catalogue of economic threats in the examined sample of 34 reports in the public domain from both 

national and international monitoring bodies - the Portuguese journalistic trade union (Sindicato dos 

Jornalistas – SJ), the IPI COVID-19 Press Freedom Tracker (International Press Institute), the Tracker 19 

(Reporters Without Borders), and the Corona Watch (Media Freedom Rapid Response) – was quite 

broad ranging from the repeated requests for emergency financial aid by the trade union to “avoid the 

collapse of the media sector” along with frequent criticisms aimed at the governmental authorities (SJ, 

2020a) up to the denouncements of the unlawful furloughs and dismissals within some media groups 

(Novais, 2022, pp. 8-10). 

In response to the economic impact of the pandemic, the Portuguese governmental authorities came up 

with just one specific measure for the media sector. True that the government also extended the 

IVAucher initiative to the press sector to stimulate media products consumption - allowing to 

accumulate the value added tax (VAT) on transactions to be subsequently converted it into discounts 

on subsequent purchases in the same sector – which was virtually useless for not including the street 

corners where newspapers and magazines were usually sold in Portugal (SJ 2020b). But it was not until 

April 2020 that the Portuguese Minister of Culture, Graça Fonseca, announced the one-off media-

specific emergency aid in the form of €15 million of advertising campaigns paid in advance (Vitória 

and Coutinho, 2020). If such an announcement proved insufficient to assure the ‘sustainability of the 

media’ and the survival of a ‘free, independent and plural journalism’ in the country (SJ 2020c), matters 

would get even worse six months later, given that logistical bureaucracies prevented the media outlets 

to receive their share of the €15 million package. Accordingly, the union blamed both the Portuguese 

government and Parliament for their “unwillingness to act” and to “strengthen journalism” and 

‘ignoring the difficulties of the media sector’, reminding them that a “weaken[ed] press is not to the 

advantage of the journalists, journalism, and society” (SJ 2021). In clear contrast, acknowledging the 
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critical function to inform on the pandemic and public health measures to be adopted by the 

population the regional government of the Azores Islands opted for supporting the minimum wage of 

the journalists belonging to the private media in the archipelago (SJ 2020b). 

A dilemmatic choice between the risk of being captured versus nailing your own coffin 

The one-off Covid-19 state support providing short-term relief to struggling news media in Portugal 

also proved to be a divisive matter for illustrating the lingering ideological cutline of the relationship 

between news media and governments in democratic contexts. The decision-makers had to choose 

between ‘the rock’ of accepting the state aid to compensate for their losses and the ‘hard place’ of 

increasing the dependency on the state. Whereas most of the media groups in Portugal, such 

as Impresa, Media Capital, Cofina, Rádio Renascença, Trust in News, Sociedade Vicra Desportiva, 

Newsplex, accepted it, the proprietors of two news titles - Observador and ECO – refused it.  

In the case of the former, the direct support by the state was an effective intervention in favor of the 

public interest through engendering economic opportunity and supporting news media platforms and 

publishers in troubled times without jeopardizing the journalistic independence and freedom. In short, 

it was considered normal procedure in extraordinary times of “economic pressures” stalking the 

newsroom (White, 2015). Indeed, paid adds were already a salient feature of the intervention by the 

state in the domain of mass media in the country on a regular basis, as a recognition of “product and 

cost characteristics” as well as the “merit” of media goods, without fearing the potential dangers 

involved (Holtz-Bacha, 2021; Murschetz, 2020). In addition, given that most of them had printed press 

titles the refusal to accept the emergency aid would mean another ‘nail in the coffin’ (Newman et al., 

2021:13) and confirm the market failure paradigm of their commercial paradigm typically dependent 

upon revenues from audiences and advertisers (Gabszewicz et al., 2015).  

It was quite the opposite in the case of the latter. Besides being digital-based and not so dependent on 

sales of printed copies, the two press titles ultimately refused the state emergency aid package in 

pursuit of “total independence from political power’ (AC, 2020; Fidalgo, 2021:300). The “lack of 

transparency” in the criteria of the fund’s allocation was the crux of the matter for the Observador, while 

the ECO rejected the “direct subsidy model”. They avoided the possibility of a sort of “media capture” 

(Murschetz, 2020; Nielsen, 2017; Stiglitz, 2017) by considering such state subsidy as a subtle instrument 

with the potential to subvert their freedom and unduly distort their reportage. Beyond the prospect of 

endangering journalistic freedom and expression, their determination also was based upon the 

conviction that the dependency on government subsidies of the kind does not foster long-term 

sustainability or the capacity to adapt to the ever-evolving news ecosystem. 

Keywords: Risks for journalism;  economic threats; COVID19; Portuguese press; state funding; press 

independence; managers’/dillematic decision-making 



15th Annual Conference of the EuroMed Academy of Business                                                      1261 

Sustainable Business Concepts and Practices                                                                         ISSN: 2547-8516 

                                                                                                                                         ISBN: 978-9963-711-96-3 

FUNDING 

This work was supported by the Portuguese Foundation for Science and Technology (research project 

UIDB/00683/2020 and 2020.03101.CEECIND – Centre for Philosophical and Humanistic Studies). 

REFERENCES 

AC (2020, May 21), “Jornais que recusam apoio "não querem ter publicidade institucional do Estado"”, Jornal de 

Notícias, https://www.jn.pt/artes/media/jornais-que-recusam-apoio-nao-querem-ter-publicidade-institucional-do-

estado-12221895.html. Accessed 12 June 2021. 

Ahmed, K. (2020, May 6) “Covid-19 Could Trigger ‘Media Extinction Event’ in Developing Countries”, The 

Guardian (online), https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2020/may/06/cor- onavirus-could-trigger-

media-extinction-event-in-developing-countries. Accessed 15 December 2020. 

Camponez, C. and Oliveira, M. (2021), ‘Journalism in the context of a sanitary crisis: Representations of the job 

and journalists’ expectations’, Comunicação e Sociedade, 39, pp. 251–67. 

Carvalho, C. (2020), “Future of News 2020: Portugal: Time to act is now”, WAN-IFRA, https://wan-

ifra.org/2020/01/future-of-news-2020-portugal-time-to-act-is-now/. Accessed 3 June 2021. 

Dantas, J. B. (2017), “Crise, precarização e mudanças estruturais: reflexões sobre tendências teóricas”, Mediapolis, 

5, pp.39-49. 

ERC (Entidade Reguladora dos Media/Regulatory Entity for the Media) (2020), ‘Transpare ncia dos media’ 

(‘Media transparency’), https://portaltransparencia.erc.pt/. Accessed 2 May 2021. 

EuropeMediaLab (2021, March 3) Vice-President Vĕra Jourová Speech at the Media4Europe Summit: Towards a 

healthy European news media sector. EuropeMediaLab, https://europemedialab.eu/vice-president-vera-jourova-

speech-at-the-media4europe-summit-towards-a-healthy-european-news-media-sector. Accessed 13 June 2021. 

Fidalgo, J. (2021), “Portugal: Impoverished media struggling for survival”, in J. Trappel, & T. Tomaz (Eds.), The 

Media for Democracy Monitor 2021: How leading news media survive digital transformation. Nordicom, 

University of Gothenburg, pp. 297–352. 

Holtz-Bacha, C., (2021) “More than just collateral damage. Ramifications of the pandemic for freedom of the 

press”. Publizistik, pp.1-20. 

Gabszewicz, J., Resende, J. and Sonnac, N. (2015), “Media as Multi-Sided Platforms”, in Handbook on the 

Economics of the Media, edited by Robert G. Picard and Steve S. Wildman, 3–35, Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar 

Publishing. 

Garcia, J. L., Matos, J. N. e Silva, P. A. da (2021), “Journalism in State of Emergency: An Analysis of the Effects of 

the Covid-19 Pandemics on Journalists’ Employment Relationships”, Comunicação e Sociedade, 39, pp. 269-285. 

IFJ (2020), “Europe: Growing attacks against journalists covering Covid-19 protests”. International Federation of 

Journalists, December 8, https://www.ifj.org/media-centre/news/detail/category/press-releases/article/europe-

growing-attacks-against-journalists-covering-covid-19-protests.html. Accessed 9 April 2021. 

Lopes, F. (2016), ‘Os jornalistas e os constrangimentos que atormentam a profissão: Entre as pressões do mercado 

e a imposição das fontes de informação’, Estudos de Jornalismo, 6,1, pp. 70–81. 

Matos, J. N., Baptista, C. and Subtil, F. (Eds.) (2017), A Crise do Jornalismo em Portugal, Lisboa: Le Monde 

Diplomatique and Deriva Editores. 

Miranda, J., Fidalgo, J. and Martins, P. (2021), ‘Journalism in time of pandemic: New professional routines, new 

ethical challenges’, Comunicação e Sociedade, 39, pp. 287–307 

Murschetz, P.C., (2020), “State aid for independent news journalism in the public interest? A critical debate of 

government funding models and principles, the market failure paradigm, and policy efficacy”. Digital 

Journalism, 8(6), pp.720-739. 

Nielsen, R. K. (2017), “Media Capture in the Digital Age”, in In the Service of Power: Media Capture and the 

Threat to Democracy, edited by Anya Schiffrin, Washington, DC: Center for International Media Assistance, 

pp.33–41. 

Novais, R. A. (2022), “Aggravating circumstances? The COVID-19-related situational threats against the press in 

Portugal, Journal of Applied Journalism & Media Studies, article first, https://doi.org/10.1386/ajms_00086_1, pp.1-

21. 

Olsen, R. K., V. Pickard, and O. Westlund (2020), “Communal News Work: COVID-19 Calls for Collective 

Funding of Journalism”, Digital Journalism, 8,5, pp. 673–680. 



15th Annual Conference of the EuroMed Academy of Business                                                      1262 

Sustainable Business Concepts and Practices                                                                         ISSN: 2547-8516 

                                                                                                                                         ISBN: 978-9963-711-96-3 

SJ (Sindicato dos Jornalistas) (2021), “Orçamento do Estado: Sindicato lamenta indiferença do Governo em relação 

ao Jornalismo”, Sindicato dos Jornalistas, 15 October, https:// jornalistas.eu/orcamento-de-estado-sindicato-

lamenta-indiferenca-do-governo-emrelacao-ao-jornalismo/. Accessed 10 December 2021. 

SJ (Sindicato dos Jornalistas) (2020a), ‘SJ pede apoio de emergência à comunicação social’, Sindicato dos 

Jornalistas, 20 March, https://jornalistas.eu/sj-pede-apoio-de-emergencia-a-comunicacao-social/. Accessed 10 

December 2021. 

SJ (Sindicato dos Jornalistas) (2020b), ‘SJ exige mais medidas de apoio ao setor no Orçamento’, Sindicato dos 

Jornalistas, 28 October, https://jornalistas.eu/sj-exige-mais-medidas-deapoio-ao-setor-no-orcamento/. Accessed 10 

December 2021. 

SJ (Sindicato dos Jornalistas) (2020c), ‘Comunicação social precisa de mais apoios’, Sindicato dos Jornalistas, 18 

May, https://jornalistas.eu/comunicacao-social-precisa-de-maisapoios/. Accessed 10 December 2021. 

Stiglitz, J. E. (2017), “Toward a Taxonomy of Media Capture”, in The Service of Power: Media Capture and the 

Threat to Democracy, edited by Anya Schiffrin, Washington, DC: Center for International Media Assistance, 

pp.9–19. 

Vitória, A. and Coutinho, M.C. (2020, April 17), “Estado compra 15 milhões de euros de publicidade institucional 

aos média”, Jornal de Notícias, https://www.jn.pt/artes/estado-compra-15-milhoes-de-euros-de-publicidade-

institucional-aos-media-12083293.html. Acessed 27 June 2021. 

White, A. (2015), “Untold Stories How Corruption and Conflicts of Interest Stalk the Newsroom”, London: 

European Journalism Network, http://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/assets/docs/220/136/92a87dc-d968188.pdf. 

Accessed June 3, 2021. 

 

 

 

 

 

  


