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Do journalism. 
It has never been more 
interesting and vital 
as a vocation. 
But do it differently”.

 Charlie Beckett, Polis/London School of Economics
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Five days after the World Health Organisation declared the Covid-19 outbreak a pandemic, 
on March 11, Giddeon Lichfield, the chief-editor of the MIT Technology Review, wrote: 

“We are not going back to normal” 

He was right. The nightmare is not over as we are approaching the end of the year. Many 
trends - positive and negative - are likely to remain, even after the crisis has passed, including 
those affecting the news media.  

Nic Newman, a senior researcher at the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, said to 
MediaTalks:  

“Many journalists will not want to go back to rigid ways of working while the barriers to 
using video conferencing and online collaboration tools have disappeared overnight. 
Digital workflows will never be the same again”. 

In this new report, we look at some effects of the coronavirus on journalism and misinformation 
in a crucial moment in which the world experiences the rise of antilockdown and anti-vaxx 
movements. Yet vaccines are expected to be available soon, herd immunity relies heavily on the 
population to abide by the rules and accept to be immunised.  

Quality journalism is the antidote to fake news. But it has been challenged by layoffs, by the effects 
of teleworking, by the virus itself - which took the lives of more than 500 media professionals in 
nine months - and by an increase of mental health issues among journalists.  

Several studies, like the one carried out by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 
have shown that disinformation and threats to media freedom are the contributing factors to 
emotional distress: 

“Respondents said that were not being able to report accurately and openly, as they 
were denied access to information, or working in places where laws make it hard for 
them to question or criticise authority”, said co-author Meera Selva, director of Fellowship 
Program.

It harms not only journalists but the whole society. Disinformation has accelerated the process of 
polarisation. Extremist groups learnt how to use coronavirus to push fake news on social media, 
which faces mounting pressure to accept regulation. Italian antilockdown protesters chanting 
“journalists terrorists” during demonstrations pose a serious threat to journalism and democracy.  

We wish we had the answers to these issues, but we don’t. By gathering thoughts, data and facts 
around the impact of the coronavirus on journalism and misinformation, tough, our aim is to 
prompt reflection on it. And help shape the future.  

Asked by MediaTalks to give young media professionals advice, professor Charles Beckett, head 
of the think-tank Polis/LSE, said:  

“Do journalism. It has never been more interesting and vital as a vocation. But do it 
differently”. 

So true.  

From London,  
Luciana Gurgel

From Sao Paulo,  
Eduardo Ribeiro

News correspondents 
that participated in 

this edition: 

From Italy,  
Michele Oliveira

From Germany,  
Karina Gomes

From France,  
Deborah Berlinck

From Argentina,  
Monica Yanakiew

From US,  
Silvana Mautone

From Australia,  
Liz Lacerda

From Sweden,  
Claudia Wallin

More from the cor-
respondents’ view in 
mediatalks.com.br

Covid-19 and Journalism: 
What’s Next?  

http://www.mediatalks.com.br/en/2020/09/11/nic-newman-interview/
http://www.mediatalks.com.br/en/2020/09/11/nic-newman-interview/
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Lost jobs and 
creative 
solutions to 
overcome 
the crisis

The coronavirus’s effect on the labour market 
is a cruel aspect of the global economic 
crisis. It hit since top executives of large 
corporations to small entrepreneurs affected 
by lockdowns.  

Trust in quality news grew since March, but 
it was not enough to grant immunity to the 
media industry. 

However, the demand for reliable information 
has been helping good professionals who 
lost their jobs at the beginning of the crisis to 
find new roles. And it has also been driving 
independent news initiatives. 

A major survey of more than 1,300 frontline journalists 
in 77 countries carried out in April by the International 
Federation of Journalists (IFJ) found out that in the early 
days of the pandemic two thirds of staff and freelance 
journalists have suffered pay cuts, lost revenue, job losses, 
cancelled commissions or worsening working conditions.

These results show a 
worrying trend of declining 

media freedom and cuts to 
journalism at the very time when 
access to information and quality 
journalism is so crucial.

Anthony Bellanger, general secretary, IFJ

IFJ: 2 out of 3 journalists affected 
by Covid-19

from Italy,  
Michele Oliveira

Although there is a lack of transpa-
rency in the accounts of leading 

Italian media groups, the pandemic’s 
consequences on the news industry appeared as soon as the coro-
navirus hit the country.  
In order to ease the burden of the coronavirus on media organisa-
tions, the Italian government allowed the private sector to access 
the cassa integrazione, a scheme that provides financial support 
to employees furloughed as a result of economic troubles faced 
by the employer. 
The scheme can be activated when, for example, an extreme cli-
matic event ruins the harvest. Instead of being made redundant, 
the worker has a percentage of salary covered by the government 
since the employer ensures that he will return to the same posi-
tion (and full salary) when the situation is back to normal. 
Using the cassa integrazione, Il Sole 24 Ore offered to its staff ab-

sence of one week per month of work and 25% pay cut. However, 
the newsroom rejected the proposal and went on strike in June, 
having suspended updates on the website and even printing edi-
tion for one day. 
“The production of content obviously did not decrease, which 
would justify using the cassa covid. It actually increased signifi-
cantly. The newspaper was benefited by sales growth and record 
on digital readers”, claimed the journalists in a statement.  
For the same reason, the Ansa wire agency staff and several local 
newspapers also reacted with strikes in June. 

In order to compensate losses, the Italian Parliament offered EU 125 
million in  tax benefits to investments in advertising, digital services 
and newsstands. There is another bill to be included in 2021 budget: 
EU 25 million to subsidise purchase of newspapers and digital subs-
criptions, targeted to low-income households. 

In Italy, journalists went on strike during the pandemic 

Read full interview in mediatalks.com.br

http://mediatalks.com.br
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Journalism job cuts have been 
widespread in recent years. The 
pandemic has worsened the situation. 
Pew Research Center says that US 
newspapers have shed half of their 
newsroom employees since 2008. 
Overall newsroom unemployment in 
the United States dropped by 23% from 
2008 to 2019. A modest increase in jobs 
after 2014 in other news-producing 
sectors (especially digital natives) offset 
some of the losses at newspapers. 

The pandemic has worsened the 
situation. In June, the Financial Times 
estimated that 38,000 workers in the 
media industry (including newsrooms, 

marketing and management) 
were made redundant or 
furloughed in the United States, 
A “carnage”, said the newspaper.

However, as the pandemic has 
accelerated digitalisation, new 
digital jobs are expected to be 
created. MyLondon, a city news 
website owned by the UK’s 
largest newspaper publisher, 
Reach, launched on the first 
week of December a recruitment 
drive for 20 journalists in order to  
allow the site to have dedicated 
editorial teams covering all areas 
of the capital. 

A “carnage”, according to 
the Financial Times  

Digital native 
also hit by the 
pandemic  
Even though the print media was hit 
harder by Covid-19, the pandemic has 
harmed prominent TV channels and 
native digital media organisations. 
Some of them, however, were struggling 
even before the crisis.  

An analysis from outplacement and 
coaching firm Challenger, Gray 
& Christmas issued in June had 
announced 11,027 job cuts by that 
time, up 169,8% from the 4,087 cuts 
announced in the first half of 2019. 
Through June, newsrooms cuts are their 
highest point since Challenger began 
tracking them in 2003.

 Laid-off 155 workers in 
May and closed offices in the United 
Kingdom and Australia. 

  Ended operations 
in the UK and Australia and made 50 
redundant in the US inJuly

  Has closed four of its 
offices and cut 80 jobs - 40% of its staff 

  Cut more than 500 staff 
during the pandemic, announced as 
part of the transformations to better 
adapt to the digital news environment

 Was 40% off its revenue 
forecast for the second quarter and cut 
72 job

• 20% conducted permanent layoffs 

• 30% instituted pay cuts - 44,4% across the board 

• For 44,4% pay cuts did not allow to avoid layoffs, 
furloughs or temporary layoffs

https://www.ft.com/content/b6fdec4c-e3e7-43b9-a804-03c435de65bb
https://www.ft.com/content/b6fdec4c-e3e7-43b9-a804-03c435de65bb
https://www.ft.com/content/b6fdec4c-e3e7-43b9-a804-03c435de65bb
https://www.ft.com/content/b6fdec4c-e3e7-43b9-a804-03c435de65bb
https://www.ft.com/content/b6fdec4c-e3e7-43b9-a804-03c435de65bb
https://www.ft.com/content/b6fdec4c-e3e7-43b9-a804-03c435de65bb
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Due to budget restrictions caused 
by the pandemic, some US media 
organisations have halted 401(k) 

matching contributions (private pension). 

The country does not have a federal employment law that 
requires paid holidays or paid family leave. Each company 
has its own severance pay scheme. Agreement with unions 
is not mandatory.  

Some unions have managed to negotiate additional support 
to furloughed journalists, made redundant or suffered pay 
cut. It was the case of Vox Media Union. All furloughed 
employees retained the company’s health insurance 
premiums during the furlough period.  

The Union was also able to secure the payment of 16 weeks 
of salary in addition to the amount usually offered in case of 
redundancy (usually employees in the US receive four weeks 
of salary for each working year).  

In the United States, media organisations 
halted 401(k) contributions  

From US,  
Silvana Mautone

Professionals who work as freelancers 
or self-employed were the most 
seriously impacted by Covid-19. For 
many photographers, camerapersons, 
producers and foreign correspondents, 
the pandemic led to commissions 
cancelled and suspension of retainer 
agreements. 

“Unfortunately, I don’t see any good 
signs of recovery because many 
freelance journalists have been out 
of work since March and others have 
lost their jobs. It is very difficult to count 
the number of jobs lost - we are in the 
process of doing so with our affiliates 
around the world - but several tens 
of thousands of fewer jobs is very 
realistic”, says Anthony Bellanger, 
general secretary of the International 
Federation of Journalists. 

Some countries have included these 
professionals in employment support 
schemes in response to the pandemic. 
Others extended support to the 
self-employed. Anthony Bellanger 
highlighted France, Belgium, Germany 
and Northern European countries 
among those who have adopted 
measures to protect freelancers. 

The schemes adopted in the crisis 
can inspire adjustments in the 

current employment models to avoid 
distortions in the world of work.  

In Germany, as correspondent Karina 
Gomes reported, the government 
determined that media organisations 
should pay freelancers who got ill or 
had to quarantine up to six weeks. 
Furthermore, it has imposed the 
payment of previously arranged 
assignments that could not be carried 
out due to coronavirus.  

In Sweden, correspondent Claudia 
Wallin reported that the Union of 
Journalists estimated that 80% of 
its members are self-employed - a 
group that was virtually excluded 

from the benefits of the government’s 
unemployment financial response, 
entitled to less than 10% of the amount 
granted to the others. The Union 
of Journalists created an aid fund 
in April, which was followed by the 
Photographers’ Union. 

In the UK, the government support for 
freelancers did not cover those who 
receive more than 50% of their income 
as self-employed, as well as freelancers 
who work for the BBC. As a public 
enterprise, the network was unable 
to participate in the scheme at first. It 
was not until the end of July that the 
problem was solved. 

Freelancers and self-employed more vulnerable  
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Saúde
O nosso compromisso
A inovação só tem sentido se estiver disponível a quem precisa dela, por 
isso temos o compromisso de buscar alternativas para ampliar o acesso 
de pacientes brasileiros à saúde. Nós acreditamos que o diálogo e o 
trabalho em parceria com todos os agentes da saúde são fundamentais 
para chegarmos a uma solução comum para a acessibilidade.

Somos muitos, trabalhando como um, em diversos lugares, para mudar 
a realidade da sociedade brasileira. 

Somos Roche.

BR/NCOM/0419/0020 – Maio / 2019 

190517_ROC19ABR28 - Anúncio Institucional Congresso V01 APROV.indd   1 17/05/2019   10:19:16
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Some news are encouraging amid 
redundancies and furloughs that 
eventually turned into layoffs. A number 

of media organisations found ways 
to stay afloat, protect jobs, and even 
radically change their business model.  

In the United Kingdom, DMG Media group (which 
publishes Daily Mail and Metro, among other titles) 
has offered company shares to employees who ac-
cepted a pay cut from March to July. They received 
monthly shares in an amount equivalent to the cut. 

At the end of the financial year employees that opt-in 
for shares can sell it. However, if the share price is lower 
than when the shares were awarded, employees will 
be compensated by the organisation.

Even though the group was unable to avoid redun-
dancies, yet the majority were in the commercial de-
partment. In August, it announced 100 staff cuts, in 
light of a 69% drop in print advertising revenue and 
17% in digital advertising between March and June. 

Courage and creativity to save jobs 

The acquisition of Stuff in New 
Zealand is encouraging news amid so 
many sad stories. Stuff chief executive 
and CEO, Sinead Boucher, has 
purchased the 

organisation for the symbolic sum of 
NZ$ 1. It operates the most popular news 
website in the country and also owns 49 
print titles, including national and local 
newspapers. 

Boucher, who is Irish, has worked on the frontlines as a 
police reporter, as a journalist for the Financial Times, and as a 
correspondent for Reuters in London before joining Stuff in 2007. 
She announced plans for a staff ownership model and a charter for 
editorial independence.   

The rescue operation to save 85-year-old Australian Associated 
Press (AAP) - which have announced in March its closure and 500 
job cuts is another example of an alliance to react to the pandemic 
crisis. Government and opposition both claimed that something 
should be done, and eventually a group of entrepreneurs formed a 
pool to acquire APP and keep it alive. 

These stories bring hope for better days in light of the 
consequences of the pandemic for the financial sustainability of 
the news industry, which was devastating in this part of the planet 
in the early days of the coronavirus.

Announcements of office closures, drops in circulation, and 
layoffs became frequent. News organisations were forced to review 

their production, distribution, and business models. The vast 
majority of Australian and New Zealand media counted on public 
support to stay afloat after Covid-19. 

Still, traditional and digital media have suffered. And regional 
media outlets were hit hard.

Interviewed by ABC, regional director 
of the Media, Entertainment and Arts 
Alliance of Western Australia, Tiffany 
Venning, noted that 

“so many award-winning investigative journalists got their 
starts out in the region, and if these local papers disappear, 
important state and national stories would not be told”. 

Apart from the small joys of AAP and Stuff, the fact is that many 
jobs are gone forever. Journalists will have to reinvent themselves, 
probably betting on the entrepreneurial spirit to survive and fill the 
local media gap that disappeared. The governments of Australia 
and New Zealand encourage entrepreneurship, with programs for 
those who want to invest in new businesses.

In an optimistic outlook, media consultant and former PwC 
partner Megan Brownlow believes that over the long term, 
journalists who have been made redundant can invest in their own 
digital media channels.”Those journalists are incredibly skilled, 
educated, motivated, driven by a passion to serve their audiences 
(..) - they will build start-ups that are going to serve these news 
deserts, and they’ll do it digitally”, said in an interview with the 
Sydney Morning Herald. 

Journalists can reinvent themselves

From Australia,  
Liz Lacerda
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All of a sudden, empty newsrooms 

Working from home, the new normal 

Journalism 
adapting to 
adversity

News media 
is increasingly a 

team business so 
success in digital 

media requires a 
degree of integration 

and co-operation and 
collaboration.

John Ridding

I think 
we really 
underestimate 
what we lose for 
not being in the office 
because we are a 
creative industry - we 
need to be talking to 
each other. 

Roula Khalaf

The pandemic has accelerated news 
media digitalisation, with a rise in 
subscriptions to news products. 
Video conferencing tools enabled 
cooperation with co-workers, 
interviews and talk-shows. 

However, security and privacy 
concerns increased with remote 
working. And a big question is still 
unanswered: in which extent does 
the lack of in-person interactions 
between staff in the newsroom affect 
journalism? 

It seemed like a temporary situation, 
but remote work spread across all 
types of media organisations. The lives 
of journalists used to the hustle and 
bustle of the newsrooms became 
similar to that of freelancers and 
foreign correspondents. Most of them 
already adapted to a remote working 
lifestyle.  

Journalists are not the only ones to face 
this challenge. But when it comes to 
an activity which relies heavily on ideas 
exchange, contact with sources, and a 
direct look at the fact to be reported, 
the question that has been asked 
worldwide is whether the advantages 
of working from home compensate 
for the absence of the newsroom 
environment. 

Even without a definitive answer and 
pressured by the crisis, some media 

organisations already decided to close 
offices. One of the most remarkable 
cases was that of the American group 
Tribune, which announced the closure 
of newsrooms in five major cities in 
August. The entire staff now works 
from home.  

During the The Future of News, digital 
conference, held by the Financial Times 
in September, Editor Roula Khalaf 
said that “remote working made little 
difference to the quality of journalism 
and even to the communications, but if 
it continues that could be problematic”. 
She and CEO John Ridding expressed 
their views: 

The profound changes caused by the 
pandemic on the labour market have 
also been experienced by journalism. 
Home-office for those who could work 
from home, the indispensable staff in 
the newsroom, and PPE for frontline 
teams.  

Some news organisations adopted 
schemes for keeping media profession-
als away from the newsrooms. Many 
were careful with vulnerable profes-
sionals due to age or health conditions. 
Even so, the crisis was cruel for those 
who had to expose themselves to risks. 

Not everyone received support. The 
study by the International Federation 
of Journalists issued in April conclud-
ed that more than a quarter of all jour-
nalists lacked essential equipment to 
work safely from home, while one in 
four lacked any protective equipment 
to work in the field.

https://futurenews.live.ft.com/
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As social distancing rules continue 
in place in many countries, the 
International Union of Journalists 
has published a set of guidelines to 
help organise remote working. The 
organisations defend clear rules to 
ensure safety and fair conditions. 

IUJ  highlights some benefits of 
teleworking, such as saving time 
traveling, reducing stress, reducing 
environmental impact and the 
possibility of a better work-life balance. 

But it also reminds the fear that the 
new ways of working may influence the 
quality of coverage due to the loss of 
collaboration enabled by the newsroom 
atmosphere.

One of the actions suggested is to 
demand legislation to regulate remote 
working where they do not yet exist. 

In an interview with IUJ, Carlos 
Gutiérrez Calderon, who participated 
in the negotiation table with members 

of the  Spanish government and 
Spanish employees to draw up the 
recently approved regulation on 
teleworking in the country, said that 
combining face to face work and 
teleworking is the best way t make the 
most of the benefits of remote working.  

And reminded of the risk of impact 
mental health: “Permanent remote 
work involves risks and threats, such as 
being uprooted or isolated”.

Guidelines to remote work 

In a survey carried out by the Reuters 
Institute, researchers asked executives 
and newsroom leaders what impact 
these transformations had on their 
newsrooms and workforce. The 
majority of the respondents (55%) 
believe that remote working has made 
them more efficient. 

They feel that social interactions and 
team spirit, however, have suffered as 
has creativity to a lesser degree. More 
than three-quarters (77%) say that 
remote working has made it harder to 
build and maintain relationships in a 
team.

The report says that several industry 
executives mentioned the challenge 
of recreating the energy and sparking 
the creative process of newsroom 

discussions in an online setting, with 
spontaneous exchanges diminishing 
with the lack of in-person interactions”.

Home-office, gains and losses 

There were other threats associated with 
remote working in addition to social 
disconnection leading to depression 
and anxiety. Technology has played 
tricks on journalists, which can be 
partially attributed to the inexperience 
of media professionals in using video 
resources, often without appropriate 
training. 

In April, a Financial Times reporter 
based in London was accused of 
listening in on a Zoom meeting in 
which staff of the Independent were 
being informed about salary cuts and 
layoffs. In Spain, the image of a half-
naked woman that appeared during 
a commentary by journalist Alfonso 

Meiros triggered a debate about 
whether he cheated on the wife. 

But none of these episodes compared 
d to the one that devastated Jeffrey 
Toobin’s career after he exposed 
himself during a Zoom meeting with 
The New Yorker magazine colleagues. 
A Harvard law school graduate, he 
became famous for his coverage of O.J 
Simpson trial, which eventually became 
his definitive book on the events.  

He resigned from the magazine and 
stepped away from his job as CNN’s legal 
analyst. The consequences went further, 
with the hashtag #meToobin trending 
on Twitter. It illustrates the potential 
risks caused by working from home 

to be handled by management and 
human resources media organisations’ 
areas. 

The International News Media 
Association published in July a report 
led by American journalist Mary 
Meehan, which sheds a light on what 
leaderships skills and remote guidance 
are needed in a WFH culture. 

It makes recommendations such as 
investing in technology in order to 
enable all employees operate on equal 
footing. And creating a remote working 
policy, even if just temporary, so that if 
someone is not performing properly, 
the organisation will have a policy for 
handling that.

Zoom: ally or enemy? 



Nesses 10 anos de história, o Grupo Boticário
tornou-se uma das maiores redes de varejo do país. 
São sete das mais importantes marcas de beleza 
do mercado, presentes em milhares de pontos 
de venda no Brasil e em outros 15 países.

Uma história de empreendedorismo e inovação
que só é possível graças a uma equipe com brilho
nos olhos, apaixonada pelo que faz e sempre 
pronta para fazer a diferença na vida das pessoas 
e no mundo.
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no mercado, criamos 
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das pessoas.
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Impacts 
on physical 
and mental 
health

Used to unmasking authors of misdeeds, journalists found themselves wearing 
masks to work. Several were infected and had to quarantine. Many suffered mental 
health problems. Others lost their lives. 

The Reuters Institute published 
in July the early results of a survey 
carried out in partnership with the 
University of Toronto into the state 
of journalists’ emotional wellbeing. 
“The results were disclosed quickly 
to give media organisations a 
chance to act”, said Meera Selva, 
one of the authors. 

It found out that around 70% of 
respondents were suffering from 
some levels of  psychological distress. 
And 26% have clinically significant 
anxiety compatible with the diagnosis 
of Generalised Anxiety Disorder, which 
includes symptoms of worry, feeling 
of edge, insomnia, poor concentration 
and fatigue.

Sixty percent reported working 
longer hours. The authors said that 
the combined tension of covering a 
new, complex beat combined with a 
dramatic change in working patterns 
may have well contributed to the high 
levels of mental distress and anxiety.

A sample of 73 experienced 
professionals from large organisations 
were interviewed. According to Meera 

Selva, “yet there is no comparison with 
other professional activities, journalists 
still appear to be under higher than 
average strain”.

For IFJ general secretary Anthony 
Bellanger, this is a responsibility of the 
news media o

“In large media companies, in general, 
there are from time to time services 
dedicated to the mental health of 
journalists, such as the BBC and 
France Télévisions. And especially 
for journalists returning from war 
zones. The IUJ also works with the 
International Committee of the Red 
Cross to ensure that journalists in 
difficulty are also supported”. 

The Reuters Institute:  Covid-19 is 
hurting journalists’ mental health

The top-line findings 
are so striking that we feel 

it is important 
to flag up the 
pressure many 
journalists are 
working under so 
that news media 
and others can 
consider how to 
respond to the 
problems we 
identify. 

Dr. Anthony Feinstein, 
Professor of Psychiatry at 
the University of Toronto 
and a neuropsychiatrist, 
and Meera Selva, Director 
of the Journalist Fellowship 
Programme at Reuters 
Institute, authors

Take care 
The Reuters Institute’s advice was followed by Thomson Reuters, which announced October 
9 as a permanent company holiday to recognise World Mental Health Day. In the message 
sent to the team, CEO Steve Hasker recommended that they should use the time to practice 
whatever methods they use to cope with emotional and physical pressures. Employees were 
encouraged to access the Headspace app, with daily meditation practices. 

“Finding things to document that 
inform the public are extremely 
difficult with mistrust of the media 
at an all-time high. Gatherings 
can turn hostile on us in an instant 
and the idea that the media has 
any agenda other than simply 
documenting this time in our 
collective history is pervasive.”

“it was hard navigating the 
challenge of covering a global 
story that is both personal but 
professional, leading a team 
to do so, having to explain a 
new subject in an accurate, 
responsible and fast way.” 

What did they say
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“The combination of working from 
home and trying to manage a home 
is impossible”, said one journalist inter-
viewed by the Reuters Institute. She’s 
not alone. Work-life balance for women 
has never been easy, but the pandemic 
shed light on the need for attention to 
the issues female journalists face.  

In July, the International Federation 
of Journalists interviewed 500 
professionals in 52 countries. More than 
half of the respondents acknowledge 
an increase in gender inequality 
in the industry, with devastating 
consequences on their conciliation 
of work and private life (62%), work 

responsibilities (46%) and salaries 
(27%). They listed diverse reasons as 
causes of stress, including working 
in isolation, bullying from bosses, 
increased workload, long working 
hours, psychological impact of Covid-19 
coverage and fear of job loss. 

Even worse than the emotional impact 
is the number of media professionals 
who lost their lives to Covid-19: more 
than 500 deaths in 57 countries since 
March, according to the Press Em-
blem Campaign in Geneva. During the 
month of November, 47 more media 
workers succumbed to the coronavirus, 
compared to 22 known deaths in Oc-
tober

PEC said that the number is almost 
certainly undercount, as some coun-
tries do not report journalists’ deaths or 
some were not tested before dying. 

Latin America accounts for more than 
half of the victims. Peru leads the num-
ber of victims - 93 - followed by India 
(51), and Brazil (43). There were also vic-
tims in European countries such as the 
United Kingdom, Spain, France and 
Italy.

One of the most notorious cases was 
that of the 65-year-old Egyptian Mo-
hamed Monir, who contracted the 
disease while he was held in detention, 
according to reports in Al-Jazeera and 
independent news websites. 

Women bear a heavier burden 

PEC: more than 500 journalists died from the coronavirus 

The actual figure is certainly higher, as journalists 
who died during this period have not been tested or their 
deaths have not been publicly announced.

Blaise Lempen,
PEC secretary-general.

The Reuter’s Institute research findings 
are in line with another study from the 
International Center for Journalists (ICFJ) 
and the Tow Center for Digital Journalism 
at Columbia University. It was based on 
responses from more than 1,400 English-
speaking journalists from 125 countries. 

“At a time when the public needs to rely on 
credible independent journalism to stay 
safe and informed, journalists and news 
organisations are grappling with a mental 
health crisis, financial peril, physical safety 
threats, and press freedom attacks, while 
simultaneously battling pandemic levels 
of disinformation”, says the report. 

ICFJ/Tow Center:  
journalists are working 
in a severely pressured 
financial, physical 
and psychological 
environment

 ■ 70% of respondents rated the 
psychological and emotional 
impacts of dealing with the Covid-19 
crisis as the most difficult aspect of 
their work

 ■ 82% reported at least one negative 
emotional or psychological reaction 
as a result of the pandemic.

 ■ 30% said their news organisations 
had not supplied a single piece 
of protective equipment for field 
reporting

 ■ 20% said their experience of online 
abuse, harassment, threats or attacks 
was “much worse than usual”

 ■ 85% reported a vacuum of 
psychological counselling and 
burnout alleviation measures, to 
training and development failures, 
and the absence of social support

https://www.pressemblem.ch/
https://www.pressemblem.ch/
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News 
media and 
governments: 
ups and 
downs in the 
relationship 

Alignment or criticism? The positioning  
of the media in the crisis 
In light of the seriousness of the situa-
tion, Covid-19 imposed a dilemma to 
the media of many countries: aligning 
with the government policies or taking 
a critical stand and run the risk of deep-
ening political and social divide?  

Several nations saw an alignment at the 
beginning, which over time gave rise to 
criticism and scrutiny, as reported by 
the news correspondents who collab-
orated for this series. This was the case 
in Argentina and Sweden. There has 
been strong scrutiny in France and the 

United Kingdom since the early days of 
the pandemic. 

Questions about the government’s re-
sponse and strategies related to lock-
down -, wearing masks, borders clo-
sures, the protocol for medications, 
public spending, and availability of PPE 
- dominated the media agenda. Sever-
al European countries have also had to 
deal with the accusation of misconduct 
regarding care homes due to the high 
rates of fatalities among residents and 
healthcare workers.  

The pandemic ushered in a new order in 
the interaction between governments 
and the news media. Reacting to the 
dimension of Covid-19’s drama, several 
countries have implemented daily press 
conferences to inform their citizens 
about policies to control the disease and 
evolution of deaths and infections. 

Health experts have reached the 
status of global celebrities, such as 
the American Anthony Fauci. Even 
contradicted in public by President 
Donald Trump, he continued to enjoy 
high levels of public trust. 

The relationship between the French 
government and the news media has 
been complex since the coronavirus 
crisis hit the country. 

On April 27, the government created a 
web page with “reliable information” 
about the pandemic called Désinfox 
coronavirus, fed by fact-checking 
articles from leading national outlets 
such as Le Monde, France-Presse, 
20 Minutes and FranceInfo, without 
informing the editors concerned. 

Journalists and news organisations 
protested, claiming that the state 
was not an arbiter of information. 
“Le Monde was not informed in 
advance, and it goes without saying 
that we would have refused this type 
of approach,” tweeted Luc Bronner, 
Le Monde’s editorial director at that 
time.”Our most precious asset is our 
independence,” complained Paul 

Quinio, chief-editor of Libération 
newspaper. 

A few days later, the government took 
the page down, under accusations of 
overstepping its constitutional role 
and infringing press freedoms. 

Alexis Lévrier,  media historian, 
analysed that the French news 
media has fulfilled its critical role by 
holding the government to account. 

“Some may think it was not the 
appropriate time to criticise, but the 
media in France played their role 
perfectly, while in similar or at least 
comparable crises in the past - as the 
First World War, Chernobyl, the first 
Gulf War - it had been absolutely the 
opposite. The press suspended this 
critical function during those crises,” 
said Lévrier in an interview with 
France Culture.

President Emmanuel Macron’s 
relationship with the press 
was actually not so good even 
before the pandemic. “I’m 
not interested in journalists”, 
Macron reportedly said. 
However, as Lévrier reminded, 

the president’s issues with the French 
news media are far from what is seen 
in dictatorships. “We are not under 
Putin or Erdogan!” 

In France, the government under pressure 

From France,  
Deborah Berlinck
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At the beginning of the pandemic, 
the government and the 

opposition in Argentina were aligned 
with each other on the response to the 

crisis, leading the society to abide by the rules. Accepting quietly, 
without arguing, is not a characteristic of Argentinians - especially 
in the economic situation in which the country was. 

Cristina Kirchner, who used to have a difficult relationship with 
the media during her first term 
as president, had returned to 
power in December, as deputy 
to Alberto Fernandez, chosen 
by her to run for office. She 
recorded far more votes than 
he did in previous elections, but 
needed a moderate figure to 
unite the Peronists and defeat 
Mauricio Macri. During the 
campaign, Fernandez promised 
to improve the relationship with the media. 

When the coronavirus crisis hit the country, he met with 
the governors of his party, political opposition, civil society 
organisations, and unions and managed to form an alliance to 
support scientific advice from the Ministry of Health and doctors.  

“The economy can be recovered, while a lost life can’t” said 
Fernandez. On March 19, when the president announced 
mandatory quarantine to curb coronavirus, the main print and 
digital media published the same front page: “Together will 
stop the virus”. A similar initiative was adopted by Brazilian 
newspapers four days later. 

In the first hundred days, the unity was maintained. The 
government kept everyone well informed by releasing daily reports 

on the number of infected, dead, 
and cured across the country - 
including via WhatsApp. 

In May, Argentina stopped 
paying its debt, going into 
default. Nevertheless, the media 
and public opinion continued 
to focus on the pandemic. 

“The press endorsed the 
government response, sharing 
information and reinforcing 

protective measures,” said Alejandro Alfie, a media correspondent 
for Clarin newspaper “The open communication channel 
between the government, the opposition and journalists has 
contributed to the acceptance of social distancing rules by the 
society in the beginning of the pandemic” says Alfie.  

Argentina: national alliance against a common enemy  

From Argentina,  
Monica Yanakiew

In most cases, transparency was rewarded 
with high approval rates 

Political leaders faced the 
challenge of finding the right 
tone and level of personal 
exposure associated with such 
a bad topic, without giving 
society the impression of 
absence during the greatest 
recent history crisis. 

Many of those who have 
adopted transparency and 
exposed themselves directly 
gained popularity. Examples 
are Angela Merkel in Germany 
and Scott Morrison in 
Australia. Both took the lead 
in the communication with 
the media and the public and 

saw their approval ratings soar 
during the first months of the 
pandemic.  

A remarkable case was that of 
Jacinda Ardern, Prime Minister 
of New Zealand, re-elected in 
October with an overwhelming 
victory. The country ranks among 
the least affected by deaths, 
and that helps, of course. But 
the relationship with the press 
was consistent and honest even 
in critical moments, such as the 
disappointment at the return of 
the disease after the celebration 
of zero cases.  
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As with New Zealand, it would be 
unwise to speculate on what extent the 
relationship with the press during the 
Covid-19 crisis influenced U.S. public 
opinion on the eve of the presidential 
election. But Donald Trump made history 
by becoming the most controversial 
political leader during this pandemic. 

He did not hide, quite the opposite. 
Trump held several press conferences 
and kept up on social networks. But 
he gained bad exposure for being 
associated with conspiracy theories, 
such as QAnon. 

And also, for statements that created 
waves of disinformation, being 
named single driver of coronavirus 
misinformation by Cornell University. 
When contracted the disease one week 
after telling Americas that there was no 
need to worry given Covid-19 “affects 
virtually nobody”, the U.S President 
continued to send contradictory 
messages to the population.  

Trump was also notorious for attacking 
the messenger when the message - 
or the question - was not the one he 
was expecting. As in the case of NBC 
journalist Peter Alexander’s question 
about the fear of the population:  “I say 
your are a terrible reporter, that’s what 
I say. I think this is a very nasty question. 
I think it’s a very bad signal that you are 

putting out to the American people. 
They are looking for answers and they 
are looking for hope (…). That’s really 
bad reporting”

A lesson from the crisis: visibility and 
transparency are not the same thing 

Populists hate to 
be unpopular. That is 
why they proved so bad 
at handling Covid-19 
crisis, a crisis that brings 
nothing but grim news 
- death, economic 
destruction and 
curtailed freedoms. 

Gideon Rachman, 
Financial Times

On Thanksgiving Day, President Trump held a 
press conference sitting behind an undersized 
desk, prompting hilarious memes

Frictions between government and the 
press in democratic Scandinavia are 
rare as a white moose in the tropics. In 
Sweden, the authorities responsible 

for handling the coronavirus pandemic followed the practice 
established in the country more than 250 years ago: transparency. 
Created in 1766, the country’s Transparency Act is the oldest 
in the world. The Constitution guarantees full access to official 
information. Emails, reports, documents, and correspondence 
about government decisions can be scrutinised by journalists and 
citizens. 
The pandemic’s first months were marked by the union of 
government and opposition to combat a common enemy - the 
virus. Over time, the government had to deal with criticism, mainly 
related to deaths in care homes and the dissonant strategy adopted 
to face the pandemic - a soft lockdown. 
Scenes of empty streets patrolled by police seen in countries like 
Spain and Britain seemed a dystopian scenario in Sweden. In April, 
the local press proudly highlighted the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) prediction that the Swedish strategy represented a ‘possible 
future model’ for other countries in the post-lockdown stage. 
But there was no consensus. Critics of the model adopted by the 

country appeared in primetime on state and private TVs in Sweden, 
as well as on social networks. The controversial driving had balanced 
coverage, with wide media space both for the defenders and for the 
furious detractors of the model adopted by the country. 
Sweden was also hit by disinformation around the pandemic. The 
defence minister, Peter Hultqvist, went public to warn against 
a false news campaign about the Swedish strategy to combat 
Covid-19 - promoted, he said, mainly by websites from Russia, 
China, and Azerbaijan. 
And although in the Scandinavian countries media organisations 
count with state funding, the new coronavirus’s impact on the news 
industry has also been perverse. Advertising revenues dropped, and 
many had to layoff and reduce working hours. 
The impact was relieved by financial support to journalists from 
the State. In Sweden, for example, the government created an 
emergency package to cover up to 90% of the wages of workers 
affected by the pandemic. 
Scandinavian newsrooms live under a contradiction: news 
consumption has increased as much as the spread of the virus, but 
many newspapers face the threat of extinction. It has been projected 
that the effects of the new coronavirus on the news media may be 
worse than that of the 2008 financial crisis. 

Swedish transparency also in the pandemic 

From Sweden,  
Claudia Wallin
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The pandemic also highlighted 
inequality between men and 
women as qualified sources in the 
press. Studies have shown that their 
participation as doctors, scientists, 
and public policymakers was far 
below that of men. 

The most comprehensive one, 
commissioned by the Gates 
Foundation and published in 
September, accounted that only 19% 
of experts quoted in highly ranked 
coronavirus stories were women, 
compared with 77% of men across 
six countries. Fewer than one in four 
protagonists in the stories analysed 
were women.

Female voices “drowned out” in reporting on Covid-19 

New practices 
In the United Kingdom, the daily brief-
ings model launched during the pan-
demic eventually was turned into a per-
manent practice. 

Boris Johnson’s administration an-
nounced the replacement of daily brief-
ings limited to accredited journalists by 
a daily televised press briefing at the 
government headquarters, similar to 
the format used by the White House in 
the United States. It is due to begin in 
January.  

“Women have become heavier news 
consumers during the pandemic 
while enduring higher than usual levels 
of anxiety and worry. TV and social 
media were the biggest platforms for 
the consumption of COVID-related 
news by women”, said the report, 
authored by researcher Luba Kassova.

It highlighted that the absence of 
women’s perspectives in Covid-19 
related news coverage means that 
women have limited influence over 
the framing of the crisis in the news 
and consequently, limited influence 
over policymaking directions. As a 
result, women are at evergreater risk 
of being further marginalized within 
different societies amid the most 

significant global health crisis of our 
lifetimes. 

The situation provoked a reaction. On 
May, 35 female scientists signed an 
article blaming the press for under-
representation, saying “I’m done”.

 The Gates Foundation’s work made 
recommendations on measures to 
be adopted by newsrooms to reduce 
inequality, reflecting women under-
represention in leading political 
positions and as authors of scientific 
articles. 
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The spread 
of threats 
to media 
freedom  

The tension between authorities and 
journalists during press conferences is 
nothing compared to what has been 
seen in various parts of the world. The 
pandemic brought as a side effect 
an astonishing number of attempts 
to press freedom both in countries 

ruled by autocratic leaders and in 
democracies. 

But they were worse in authoritarians’ 
regimes and in nations where far-right 
groups proliferate, raising concerns 
on the threat to press freedom and 
freedom of expression.  

The Index of Censorship magazine 
created an interactive map showing 
the geographic extent of the damage. 
The incidents reported represent 
those which the team have verified. It 
accounted 245 events between March 
31 to September 12 - an average of 3 
cases every two days. 

The map shows arrests, physical 
attacks, legislation to restrict media 
freedom, social media limitations and 
surveillance. The report reminds that 
once freedoms are eroded, they are 
hard to get back. 

In Zimbábue, journalist and documentary filmmaker Hopewell Chin’ono’s 
was arrested in July after publishing investigations into corruption in the 
country, related to purchase of medical equipments during Covid-19 crisis.  
A Harvard graduate and a former correspondent fNew York Times and the 
BBC correspondent, the journalist is author of award-winning documentaries. 
Global celebrities protested against his arrest with #ZimbagweanLivesMatter 
campaign. In November he was taken from his home and rearrested. 

The world map of violations 

In times of 
extraordinary crisis, 
governments often 
take the opportunity to 
roll back on personal 
freedoms and media 
freedom. The public’s 
right to know can 
be severely reduced 
with little democratic 
process. 

Index of Censorship

https://www.indexoncensorship.org/disease-control/
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A monitoring activity carried out by 
the International Press Institute (IPI), 
a global network of editors, journalists, 
and media executives dedicated to 
defending press freedom and the 
free flow of news, shows that the issue 
maybe even bigger. The study gathers 
all incidents reported, including those 
in countries where verification is difficult 
due to censorship.  

A total of 478 violations in 81 countries 
were reported between March and 
December India has the largest number 
of cases, followed by Venezuela. Arrests 
and lawsuits lead the ranking. 

Brazil is mentioned three times 
(President Bolsonaro’s verbal attack 

on the press, government decision 
to suspend effects of the Access to 
Information Law, and approval of law 
in the State of Paraiba to control social 
media).  

The list of press freedom restrictions 
and violations continue to be updated. 

It also includes attacks from members 
of the public, with cases reported in 
Italy, Austria, Slovenia, Brazil and 
Germany, among other countries. 
Reporters without borders issued an 
alert about hooligans and neo-nazis 
using the demonstrations to attack 
representatives of the media brutally.

More than two violations daily, says IPI  

Fake news or fake laws?
17 countries created or extended restrictive laws to online speech during Covid-19 pandemic. 

The public health crisis provides authoritarian 
governments with an opportunity to implement the 
notorious ‘shock doctrine. 

Christophe Deloire, Reporters Without Borders secretary-general
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.

Other restrictions directly affected 
journalists’ work, according to the 
report: 28% of respondents reported 
denial of access to government 
representatives or other official 
sources, while 23% were unable to 
report due to lack of accreditation 
and 20% were excluded from press 
conferences. Freedom of information 
requests were rejected to 20%. 

Another key finding was that 48% of 
respondents said their sources had express 
concern about reprisals for speaking to 
them (on or off record) during the first stage 
of the pandemic. The report highlights 
that most were concerned about losing 
their jobs, but fear of being fined, jailed or 
physically attacked all featured prominently. 

For 20%, online harassment was “much worse” than before the 
pandemic, while 14% experienced direct censorship or political 
pressure to produce positive coverage of politicians. Physical attacks and 
arrests related to Covid-19 coverage were also reported.

Attempts to erode freedom of press 
have also had an impact on journalists’ 
mental health, according to an ICFJ 
(International Center for Journalists) 
and Tow Center at Columbia 

University research. The respondents 
identified politicians, elected officials, 
government representatives and State-
orchestrated networks as sources of 
Covid-19 disinformation. 

Media professionals under pressure 
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Fake News 
continues 
to threaten 
public 
health

Disinformation has not given up. And it seems to get worse as the Covid-19 crisis 
remains out of control, with several countries experiencing the second wave and 
having to impose new lockdowns. 

Although fake news harms the whole 
society, journalists have been signifi-
cantly affected by myths related to the 
coronavirus, as the lack of control over 
fake news makes it even more diffi-
cult for people to see the truth. More 
than 80% of respondents of ICFJ / Tow 

Center survey reported encountering 
Covid-19 related dis/misinformation at 
least once a week.  And that this was 
one of the elements that contributed to 
their state of mind. 

They identified political leaders and 
elected officials, government agencies 
and State-linked troll networks among 
sources of disinformation. But the most 
commonly cited source by almost half 
of surveyed was “regular citizens”. And 
how did they do that? Through social 
media.

Despite the efforts of global platforms 
to prevent fake news around Covid-19, 
studies by many organisations indicated 
that disinformation remained online 
even after being reported, raising 
concerns on the efficiency 
of these efforts. It gave rise to 
dangerous conspiracy theories. 

Journalists surveyed by ICFJ / 
Tow Center study identified 

Facebook more frequently as a media 
in which disinformation was spreading 
prolifically, followed by Twitter and 
WhatsApp. These are global results, 

subject to local variations since in 
countries like Brazil, the messaging 
service has more penetration than in 
other nations. 

Almost half of the respondents 
were either dissatisfied or very 
dissatisfied with social media 
companies’ responses when 
they referred cases of dis/
misinformation for investigation. 

Social networks have consolidated themselves 
as channels to spread myths 

Politicians and authorities, 
sources of misinformation 
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The pandemic of disinformation and 
misinformation and the imbalance in 
the digital advertising ecosystem have 
increased calls for tougher regulation 
of digital platforms in many countries. It 
is likely that these moves will gain trac-
tion, as concerns on the effects of fake 
news on willingness to accept a vaccine 
and on the sustainability of the media 
industry hit by the economic crisis con-
tinue to rise. 

•In Australia, think-tank Australia 
Institute proposed a state-owned 
social network to replace Facebook 

and Google - a Tech-xit - in reaction to 
the difficulty to reach an agreement 
between the government and digital 
companies around paying media 
organisation for content.  

In the UK, the Government announced 
the creation of a dedicated Digital 
Markets Unit, “to introduce and enforce 
a new code to govern the behaviour of 
platforms that currently dominate the 
market, such as Google and Facebook”. 

In the US Donald Trump is making a 
final push to revoke Section 230, that 
prevent social media giants to be held 

liable for content created by third parts 
that is hosted in their platforms.

It’s not that simple, though. There are 
serious concerns about the impact 
on free speech, as well as the risk of 
regulation be used by political leaders 
to impose censorship. Human Rights 
Watch issued an statement in July 
about the new Turkish legislation to 
control social media: 

The efforts will increase online 
censorship, particularly in light of 
country’s poor record on freedom 
of expression.

Yet there is a lack of consensus around 
digital platform regulation, it is widely 
acknowledged that social media is 
being used during the pandemic to 
manipulate public opinion across the 

world. Quality journalism and fact-
checking agencies have been working 
hard to tackle fake news. But it seems 
an endless job.  

Covid-19 enabled a harmful 
combination of different 
conspiracy theories that are 
now coming together. Studies 
show that people who believe 
in these myths are less likely 
to comply with social distance 
guidelines or accept vaccines.  

QAnon is the most eloquent 
example. A movement 
created in the United States 

by supporters of Donald Trump that 
alleges that there is a Satanic plot led by 
celebrities involved in child trafficking 
took a ride in the pandemic and crossed 
seven seas. 

A survey by the British NGO Hope Not 
Hate in October revealed that one in four 
Britons believe in QAnon-linked theories. 
Flags of the movement appeared in 
demonstrations agains social distancing 
and vaccination across Europe. The 
organisation claims that it would have 
been possible to control the spread of 
QAnon if social media platforms have 
acted since they started to flourish.  

To regulate or not to regulate? 

The risk posed by libertarians to public health  

Europe has been experiencing a 
wave of violence against media 
professionals and also against health 
workers. 

In Italy, several attacks on journalists 
reporting from demonstrations or on 
the adherence to the governments 

regulations about social 
distancing took place since 
the end of October.  

Some of these attacks are 
being held by soveranisti 
(sovereigns), as nationalists 
groups describe themselves.  

Hooligans, neo-nazis, and sovranisti 
against the media in Germany and Italy  

http://www.mediatalks.com.br/en/2020/11/27/uk-government-creates-unit-to-regulate-google-and-facebook/
http://www.mediatalks.com.br/en/2020/11/27/uk-government-creates-unit-to-regulate-google-and-facebook/
http://www.mediatalks.com.br/en/2020/11/29/the-threat-to-media-freedom-posed-by-neo-nazis-hooligans-and-sovranisti/
http://www.mediatalks.com.br/en/2020/11/29/the-threat-to-media-freedom-posed-by-neo-nazis-hooligans-and-sovranisti/
http://www.mediatalks.com.br/en/2020/11/29/the-threat-to-media-freedom-posed-by-neo-nazis-hooligans-and-sovranisti/
http://www.mediatalks.com.br/en/2020/11/29/the-threat-to-media-freedom-posed-by-neo-nazis-hooligans-and-sovranisti/
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A decisive decade for journalism  

The coronavirus pandemic illustrates the negative factors 
threatening the right to reliable information and is itself 

an exacerbating factor. What will freedom of information, 
pluralism and reliability look like in 2030? The answer to that 

question is being determined today

When launching its Press Freedom 
Index 2020, Reporters Without 
Borders stated that there’s a clear 
correlation between suppression of 
media freedom in response to the 
coronavirus pandemic and a country’s 
ranking in the index. 

Both China (177th) and Iran (down 
3 at 173rd) censored their major 
coronavirus outbreaks extensively, 
according to the report. In Iraq (down 
6 at 162nd), the authorities stripped 
Reuters of its licence for three months 
after it published a story questioning 
official coronavirus figures. 

It highlights that even in Europe 
Prime Minister Viktor Orbán of 
Hungary (down 2 at 89th) had 
a coronavirus law passed with 
penalties of up to five years in 
prison for false information, 
considered by the organisation 
as “disproportionate and 
coercive measure”. 

At the launch of the 2020 
Index, in April, RSF’s secretary-
general Christophe Deloire 
declared that the world is 
entering a decisive decade for 
journalism:  
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One of the great challenges that 
journalism faces now is its contribution 
to containing conspiracy groups 
influence and even that of political 
parties regarding social distancing, use 
of masks and vaccine hesitancy. 

One of the great battles that 
journalism faces now is its contribution 
to containing conspiracy groups 
influence and even that of political 
parties regarding social distancing, 
use of masks and vaccine hesitancy. In 

the UK, the controversial Nigel Farage 
announced the Brexit Party’s name to 
Reform UK, promising to oppose the 
lockdown.

A study by the British consultancy FTI 
published last June used AI and ML 
algorithms to analyse huge number of 
social media posts on Twitter, as well as 
large volume of public health data in 
relation to MMR vaccination coverage. 
It found evidence that the proliferation 
of anti-vaccination misinformation 

on social media has a material and 
statistically significant causal effect. 

It is a sophisticated propaganda war, 
with moves like the Great Barrington 
Declaration defending a plan for Covid-19 
natural herd immunity. Sponsored by 
the libertarian think-tank American 
Institute of Economic Research, it was 
signed by 12,000 people - including fake 
names -  and traveled quickly through 
social media, despite being criticised by 
scientists and health organisations. 

Social distancing and vaccine, final battles of 
disinformation about Covid-19 


