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Every event that, for whatever reason, takes on a global 

dimension begins locally. The attack on the World Trade 

Center, on September 11th, 2001, started with an im-

mediate impact on New York City, before spreading to 

the country itself, the USA, and the world. The same 

happens in relation to a viral outbreak that began in 

Wuhan, a city in Hubei province, China, in December 

2019, and which quickly crossed the country’s borders 

and became known as the Covid-19 pandemic. More re-

cently, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, on February 24th, 

2022, began by first affecting the populations of those 

countries, especially those of the invaded country, 

before taking on international consequences, humani-

tarian, social, and economic in nature.

While there was a time when visibility was generated 

only by the media and the work of journalists, today 

citizens are increasingly equipped with technological 

devices that allow them to quickly share what they wit-

ness, think, or produce. However, this type of content 

is not subject to prior scrutiny before it becomes visible 

and sometimes even viral, especially on social media. 

This question brings us to the problem of disinformation, 

on the one hand, and on the other to the tremendous 

challenge faced by newsrooms all over the world, which 

must gain and retain the trust of the public through 

quality journalism. This challenge is immensely greater 

in the case of local media, which are typically less pre-

pared. Especially financially and technologically.

And when we add the problem of “news deserts” to this 

“equation,” the scenario may appear grey. Something 

that has been studied in the USA, Brazil and, more re-

cently, in Europe, with Portugal at the forefront of this 

Introduction
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research. If the media are disappearing, if there are no journalists to en-

sure regular news coverage about and for a given city or community, what 

visibility can be guaranteed for that territory and people? Can information 

generated by citizens alone be sufficient, without any type of mediation, 

scrutiny or obligation to align with any ethical and deontological principles 

(an alignment which is expected from journalists)? And to respond to this, 

are resources needed in all territories? Assuming that that in some cases 

the answer might be that, due to the size of the population and economic 

dynamics, it is not possible to guarantee the sustainability of one or more 

media outlets, what can be done? To what extent can technology (for ex-

ample Artificial Intelligence) support media outlets that are neighbouring 

“news deserts” in providing the desired regular news coverage of these in-

visible territories, communities or subjects?

“Local journalism, global challenges: news deserts, infodemic and the vast-

ness in between” is the result of a dialogue which started around these 

topics at the ECREA 2022 Post Conference “The State of Local Media”, held 

online, on October 24th of the same year. It continues in this book and in 

what will come after and from it.

The first part of this book is dedicated to the local newsmaking process in 

different countries. “Mapping the terrain of journalism: the state of local 

news in Romania” by Carmen Neamţu is the first chapter. Her research 

synthesizes the main changes that have taken place in the local press eco-

system of Arad, Romania since 1990. It’s an up-to-date mapping of the 

publications in that area, printed and online, that analyzes the mutations 

that have occurred. 

“Can automated news help local journalism? An exploratory study in 

Portugal” by Adriana Gonçalves and Ricardo Morais, comes as the second 

chapter. Focused on interviews with the heads of two local newspapers, the 

authors identify great potential in Artificial Intelligence for the automation 

of news and other processes to allow journalists to be released for other 

tasks. However, the interviewees point out that there are many challenges 
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facing local media, such as a scarcity of resources, and that it is, therefore, 

difficult to imagine how it would be possible to introduce these solutions 

in local media in the short term given the difficulties and challenges they 

face daily. 

“Restoring trust in local media through journalistic collaboration: 

European Union level initiatives focused on investigative journalism” 

by David Parra Valcarce, Elvira García de Torres, Pedro Jerónimo and 

Giovanni Ramos, is the third chapter. This research suggests it is easier and 

more effective to build cooperation between local media outlets when deal-

ing with topics that the Public Administration is concerned about and that 

audiences show a particular interest in (for instance, matters related to the 

environment, health, political corruption or money laundering). Likewise, 

collaboration processes are simplified when they take place between local 

media outlets in countries with close cultures. 

“Lupa NH Project: experimental strategy to combat the scarcity of local 

coverage in Brazil” by Walter Teixeira Lima Junior, Alan Milhomem da Silva, 

Jéssica de Souza Carneiro and Tiago Eduardo, is the fourth chapter. Here 

we are granted an inside look at an ongoing project that, through connected 

digital technologies, aims at the development of a mobile application and 

training of its users in order to empower the community of Novo Horizonte, 

a Brazilian neighborhood. Using the application, hoping that it can account 

for a wider media coverage consistent with the particularities of the territo-

ries, the authors hope to outline a strategy to combat disinformation.

The second part of this book is more focused on the time of the Covid-19 

pandemic in Asia. “Do media attributes determine news production? A 

comparative study of local and central newsrooms after the easing of pan-

demic restrictions in China” by Tieyu Zhou, Linyi Gao, Jinao Li and Ranjun 

Hua, is the fifth chapter. In this study, the authors found a coverage gap 

between central media coverage and local media coverage: central media 

coverage has more evident and prominent thematic bias characteristics 

than local media. They also found that the central media focuses more on 
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macro policies, while local media focus more on micro-social and livelihood 

issues. Due to their broader audience and stronger credibility, the average 

number of views of central media tweets is greater than that of local media, 

which means more extensive communication power.

“The changing socialized role of Chinese local media in the infodemic: a 

case study of the Shanghai 2022 pandemic rumours” by Hongxu Zhu and 

Mengyao An, is the sixth chapter. This study examines the social function 

of local media in the pandemic as well as the evolution of local news in ex-

ploring the current role and value changes of local media. Social governance 

is currently centered on local news events. Local media, on the other hand, 

frequently lacks initiative in the governing process and winds up playing the 

role of megaphone for power, because of the dual assault from government 

news media and market-oriented social platforms. However, the communi-

ty’s demands for news about local people’s livelihoods provide local media 

with a more sophisticated development environment and a more refined 

space for growth. 

“The impact of local media on social psychology in ‘infodemic’ context: 

take Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group as an example” by Lin Shike and 

Chuchu Zhao, is the seventh chapter. In this study, the authors found that 

local media outlets have played an important role in alleviating social 

anxiety, rebuilding social trust, and mobilizing public participation by si-

multaneously focusing on the epidemic in the local community as well 

asin other regions, through empathetic reporting to reduce group vicari-

ous  traumatization, differentiating the content of each media platform to 

bring audiences back from news avoidance to news management, and inno-

vating the “news+service” model to alleviate epidemic fatigue.

Finally, “The Power of the Civilian Hero:” effective strategies for munic-

ipal media coverage in response to information epidemics” by Chuchu 

Zhao and Rongyi Chen, closes the book. They conducted a quantitative 

content analysis based on 483 newspaper reports and 76 television reports 

in Zhanjiang during Covid-19, and in-depth interviews with 6 front-line 
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journalists and editors. It was found that municipal media developed a 

framework for reporting the epidemic in advance: municipal media were 

more diligent and capable of building positive images of party members and 

describing their heroic deeds. Dedication was the focus to be deliberately 

strengthened in reporting. Subjectively, journalists and editors in munic-

ipal media tend to create the image of the sacrifice of party members to 

stimulate people’s empathy and to use individuals to reflect the image of 

the entire group that they belong to. Local media created an “atmosphere” 

in which heroes live around you and me to strengthen the public’s sense 

of security and confidence in fighting the viral pandemic and prevent the 

excessive development of the information epidemic. This study provides an 

effective framework for municipal media to respond to the post-pandemic 

news coverage.

Pedro Jerónimo
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MAPPING THE TERRAIN OF JOURNALISM:  
THE STATE OF LOCAL NEWS IN ROMANIA

Carmen Neamţu

Arad local print media lost ground to free online publica-

tions, which offer readers the opportunity to comment, 

under the cover of anonymity, on various texts pub-

lished by journalists. The most recent published report 

on the state of the media in Romania, prepared by the 

Centre for Independent Journalism (Lupu, 2020), pre-

sents the main problems faced by Romanian media. 

The report was based on the responses of 80 journalists 

from 22 cities in Romania, including Arad, as well as 

managers and academic professionals, who were inter-

viewed between September 2019 and February 2020. 

Here are some pertinent observations:

The Press in Romania seems – with very few 

exceptions – trapped in a time tunnel, caught be-

tween two fundamental problems that feed off 

each other in a vicious circle: the lack of money 

and the loss of credibility of the journalistic pro-

fession. While in 2015 journalists said that the 

situation could not get any worse, the years 2016 

- 2019 demonstrated the opposite, with some ex-

ceptions. There is a struggle in the profession 

between exhaustion and the feeling of irrelevance, 

on the one hand, and on the other hand the convic-

tion that the primary mission of journalism is to 

inform and to serve the public interest. ‘We’re too 

underpaid not to do our job properly, we don’t have 

any other reason to stay here,’ says a member of 
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the community. ‘We are too poorly paid to die on the barricades,’ say 

those who either change to professions that bring more satisfaction or 

remain in journalism, only to become ‘information accountants’.

Judging by the number of media channels in Romania, the press seems 

very vivid and very diverse. In theory, there is an incredible diversity of 

content. On closer examination, however, we see that there is a lack of 

content that brings value for the community. While in the United States 

there is talk of informational deserts (news deserts) – cities where there 

is only one newspaper left or local sources have completely disappeared 

– in Romania we are apparently witnessing the opposite situation. There 

are a multitude of small, fragmented sources of information that publish 

a lot of content, but most of the time it is based off press releases. The di-

lution of journalism’s identity is one of the fundamental problems of the 

Romanian press. In constant competition with social media, the press 

runs after traffic, puts out news like a conveyor belt, but far too rarely 

is there public interest. (…)

Newsrooms have never recovered from the crisis that hit them in 2008 - 

2009. Although the advertising market is growing, money is still scarce 

and mostly goes to central television. According to the Media Fact Book, 

the advertising market was estimated, in 2019, at 485 million euros, of 

which only 12 million were intended for print (for comparison, in 2008, 

the print advertising market was calculated at 82 million euros). (Lupu, 

2020, pp.1-7)

Orlando Toader, one of the two journalists from Arad that were interviewed 

and editor-in-chief at NewsAr.ro, says in the report that their websites try 

to survive on the advertising funs they try to attract from companies. He 

believes that if the economy were more dynamic and the market functioned 

more honestly, without under-the-table agreements, journalism could sur-

vive: “Journalism no longer succeeds in making its mission public, which no 

one else does” (Lupu, 2020, p.8). If it were possible for companies to allocate 

more money for advertising,
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Then, newspapers would automatically have some extra financial 

support, too. Otherwise, it is very difficult in a city like Arad where, 

especially if you do not like the administration, companies also avoid 

giving you money. They are afraid because they don’t want to be seen 

supporting a newspaper that criticizes the administration. We are lucky 

because, for example, we have contracts with advertising agencies in 

Bucharest, that’s where much of the advertising comes from, and that’s 

how we manage to support ourselves. (Lupu, 2020, pp.7-8)

Cătălin Tolontan, journalist at the newspaper Libertatea, says: 

We will be the first country in the European Union that will no longer 

have significant print journalism, we will have some magazines, may-

be one or two newspapers that will remain on the market, but in two 

or three years I think we will be the first country without any printed 

press. It seems to me a lost cause – broadcasting, first of all, and the 

actual written form. (Lupu, 2020, p.13)

Cătălin Moraru, editor-in-chief of the Monitorul de Botoșani, speaks about 

the “illusion of journalism”: 

There are a lot of publications, but they only publish press releases, ac-

cidents and book launches. They have no content obtained through the 

work of documenting journalists. This whole thing is very dangerous 

because it gives the public the illusion of being informed. People are 

consuming what these “media businesses” offer them. (Lupu, 2020, p.9)

Regarding the radicalization of the public, the opinion of the local journalist 

Cătălin Moraru is that: 

Because of the lack of media education and because finding the “truth” 

has become excruciating, [the audience] end[s] up consuming only the 

press that says what suits them. The huge gap in society has contribut-

ed a lot to this, not just the renunciation of good journalism practices. I 

have never, in 30 years in the press, seen situations where people give 

up buying a newspaper because it doesn’t say what they like, at least 
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not locally. In the last three years, at least in the print version, we have 

come to treat topics related to the government and economic analysis 

somewhat cooler, so as not to lose readers who buy the newspaper. So 

it’s all about money. We write about everything, but with titles that seem 

less committed, somehow, although the text is the same. We have two 

newspapers, one for the website and one for print. (Lupu, 2020, p.21)

Adriana Barbu, local journalist at the newspaper Jurnal Arădean, believes 

that: 

Journalists are very poorly paid, therefore it is very difficult to do qual-

ity journalism, because you always stumble into the thought that you 

may not be able to manage until the end of the month. And you don’t 

have the same enthusiasm to do things, the same energy. (…) You are 

underpaid and you live poorly. Because there is little money, there are 

few journalists, so you do a lot. You can’t specialise in an area where 

you’re very self-possessed, instead you do everything, and as such, a 

lot might slip through the cracks, you may not be sure of yourself, and 

journalism should mean: a mega-security in what you offer to the pub-

lic. (Lupu, 2020, p.28)

At this point, public money entering the media is the most powerful form of 

control. Journalist Orlando Toader, from Arad, brings up the local govern-

ment’s attempt to limit the independence of journalists: 

Things are very simple, especially regarding the local press, where it 

is practically down to the financial factor. The administration, the ones 

who run the administration, prefer to have some mass media to support 

with money from the budget, in one form or another, through all sorts 

of actions, through our cultural centres that have appeared in the cities. 

And then there are discrepancies between the press that wants to re-

main independent and the journalists who want to do their job the way 

it should be done, on the one hand, and the others, who are practically 

helped, so to speak. Some people do well, some people do poorly. And 

it’s pretty hard to deal with things like that. (Lupu, 2020, p. 51)
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This report on the state of the Romanian press therefore openly describes a 

de-professionalization situation among journalists and the “temptation” to 

go into public administration jobs, where wages are two or three times high-

er, “at least in local administration”. (Lupu, 2020, p.36) Hannelore Petrovai, 

journalist from Deva, said in the report that “at this moment, in Hunedoara, 

there are more journalists in public institutions than in newsrooms”. (Lupu, 

2020, p. 36). Journalist Cătălin Tolontan, from newspaper Libertatea, also 

adds that:

For a very long time, starting with the crisis of 2009, the profession has 

been stripped of its shine and attractiveness for the young people. This 

is obvious, because in ten years there have been relatively few young 

people who are ready or want to do this job. (Lupu, 2020, p. 39)

Local tendencies in the Romanian press 

After December 1989, there was a gradual professionalization of 

local journalism in Arad. The appearance of Communications higher ed-

ucation courses in the country brought new people working in the press. 

Currently, the city of Arad has two universities which have programs of 

communications-journalism: the State University, “Aurel Vlaicu”, and the 

private university, “Vasile Goldis”. Thus, a number of graduates from the 

two universities enter the journalistic profession every year.

Starting in 1990, the press in Arad changed its status: from a state press, a 

partisan press, it became a predominantly free, commercial, tabloid press. 

The press also changed its ownership structure, and countless publications 

appeared and vanished after a few years. Electoral campaigns were favour-

able times for publications in Arad due to advertising paid generously by 

parties. The 2000 economic crisis affected the structure of newsrooms 

and the number of journalists they employed. They ended up accumulating 

multiple functions, and covering many subjects of current events: polit-

ical, administrative, culture, entertainment, economic, police, security, 

health, etc.
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During 2007 and 2008, the Arad press went through another major financial 

crisis, and many publications closed or started publishing exclusively online 

(as shown in the table that presents the press in Arad). Press dissemination 

became difficult, through postman subscriptions (through the Romanian 

Post Office) or through the printed press’s own distributors which, very 

frequently, delayed the distribution of newspapers to subscribers. Readers 

would often complain at the editorial office, signalling problems with the 

distribution of newspapers. The newspaper kiosks in Arad disappeared one 

by one, and distribution continued in the few remaining districts of Arad.

We can also talk now about opportunism, partisanship, mercenary jour-

nalists, who show obedience to employers (who are frequently active 

politicians) and state structures, who pay journalists and their publications 

for advertising. In Arad, for example, many representatives of the bankrupt 

printed press saved themselves by boarding the lifeboat of the state, of the 

local administration. Journalists became councillors for various local politi-

cians or employees of City Hall, Arad County Council, the County Cultural 

Centre or the Municipal Culture Centre of Arad, etc. Meany of these jour-

nalists remain active in the online press or lead broadcasts at the local TV 

station (TV Arad), where they have their own bosses, those who write their 

monthly salary checks, on as guests. In these circumstances, objectivi-

ty, impartiality, the courage of the journalist to criticise, to show what is 

wrong, are non-existent (Nistorescu, 2022).

Thus, the local journalistic ecosystem turned into more of a PR product, an 

advertisement in which the guest is not to be disturbed with any difficult 

questions. All we can see is stories of administrative and political success. 

Very few Romanian publications include any content obtained through the 

investigative work of journalists, and instead they are simple platforms that 

distribute ready-made texts disseminated by the PR offices of various insti-

tutions. That is why, frequently, one can find the same texts across different 

local newspapers and in the local online press, with the same title and the 

same content, without the slightest intervention from the journalist.
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“In the old days, people used the torture chair. Now they have the press.” 

This quote from Oscar Wilde (1967) has not lost its relevance and has re-

mained, under the current conditions of the press, a beautiful phrase. What 

can one say about the press in a time when propaganda and gossip dom-

inate? The Romanian journalist Cornel Nistorescu (2022) replied in the 

editorial page with an article titled “Press Day without press”:

What can I add about press day when I am embarrassed by what is hap-

pening to the press in our country? What can I say about freedom of 

speech when it becomes important only when a problem must be creat-

ed for opponents? What should I write on press day when our country 

no longer has a distribution network and very few newspapers? What 

about press day when much of the press, regardless of the support and 

circulation, comes down to chatter?

We notice that Romanian newspapers are gradually dying out, their circu-

lations being destroyed. Print newspapers also put their content online and 

gradually stop producing complex articles, reports, interviews, or surveys, 

preferring to be news collections. There is no difference between them and 

online publications, from which the reader can find its information in real 

time and at no cost other than that of an internet connection. Romanian 

online publications fail to convince readers to pay for the content they offer. 

Under these harsh conditions, in Arad, only three newspapers appear in the 

classical formula, in print, one of which is in Hungarian: Jurnal Aradean, 

Glasul Aradului and Nyugati Jelen. All three have online content. On July 24, 

2022, Glasul Aradului newspaper gave up their printed edition. The explana-

tions given by the editors: distribution costs are too high to manage.

Jacques Attali (2022) pertinently notes that, at the beginning of the 21st 

century, most newspapers showed a predilection “for the show to the detri-

ment of information, and indignation to the detriment of argument. Totally 

concerned about the competition between them, they don’t see that they 

are all about to be swept away by digital platforms and social networks.” (p. 

204) He adds that “the economic model of the paper press will be impossible 



Mapping the terrain of journalism: the state of local news in Romania24

to maintain” (Attali, 2022, p. 244). The French professor is more optimistic 

in his predictions about the survival of sports and local newspapers, but 

also of magazines with more complex articles, exactly what is now missing 

from the online press. “Some print newspapers will survive for a while.” 

(Attali, 2022, p. 243)

Journalists are aware of the permanent compromise they must make in 

order to survive. Most of the time they accumulate editorial tasks: they doc-

ument and write articles across various fields, they also end up attracting 

and actually bringing advertising for the publication, and some of them are 

involved in PR work for various parties. We are not just talking about pro-

motion during the election campaign.

This trend is also noticed by journalist Cristian Andrei. 2021 is the year in 

which political parties spent the most money oen promotion: “If in electoral 

years it was understandable that parties use a lot of money on promotion, 

the novelty is 2021. This is the year in which parties gave the most money 

to press promotion and propaganda. (…) PNL (National Liberal Party) and 

PSD (Social Democrat Party) together exceeded the threshold of 10 million 

euros, excluding the month of December. It should be noted that during the 

political crisis in October and November, the two parties threw almost 20 

million lei (4 million euros) into the market” (Cristian, 2022).

The current situation of the local press in Arad, Romania

In the table below, the current situation of the Romanian press in the city of 

Arad, both print and online outlets, will be briefly presented.

 

Print newspaper Jurnal Aradean (https://www.jurnala-
radean.ro) is a general information print daily published 
in Arad County from Monday to Friday. Jurnal Aradean is 
presented in the form of a tabloid with 27.80 cm x 41.10 
cm dimensions and 20 pages. The circulation of Jurnal 
Aradean is 22,709 copies per edition.1

1.  This information can be found in https://www.locale-ziare.ro/ziare-locale-arad/ziarul-jurnal-ara-
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Glasul Aradului (The voice of Arad, https://www.glsa.ro/) 
is the second newspaper in Arad, until recently both in 
print and electronic format. The print edition was pre-
sented in the form of a tabloid with 28.90 cm x 40.00 cm 
dimensions and having 20-24 pages, of which 12 were in 
polychrome. The circulation of the print version newspa-
per was 6,460 copies per edition. On Friday it had a TV 
supplement made up of 16 pages of polychrome. On July 
24, 2022, Glasul Aradului gave up its print edition due to 
“too high production and distribution costs”.2

Nyugati Jelen (https://www.nyugatijelen.com) is the only 
Hungarian-language newspaper in Arad. It is presented 
as a tabloid with dimensions of 25.00 cm x 36.50 cm and 
12 pages, four of which are in polychrome. The circulation 
of Nyugati Jelen is 12,800 copies. The newspaper bene-
fits from a regional distribution covering the counties of 
Arad, Timis, Alba, Hunedoara and Caras Severin. It is ac-
companied by a TV supplement every Friday. It also pub-
lishes a monthly cultural supplement (Irodalmi Jelen).3

On-line publication which is the on-line version of Jurnal 
Aradean (https://www.aradon.ro/).

ARQ is an online publication from Arad. (https://www.
arq.ro/). This online news site annually organizes the 
ARQ Awards Gala. This online event offers readers the 
opportunity to express their appreciation for various per-
sonalities, public and private entities etc. The site then 
publishes the winners in various fields, together with the 
number of votes obtained by each.
Readers can propose and then vote through Facebook for 
the various sections opened by ARQ. The people with the 
most votes are recognized in a gala.

Special Arad (https://specialarad.ro/) is a website that, be-
sides publishing local news, also includes opinion articles 
and journalistic investigation bringing to the public eye a 
number of topics of interest or revealing irregularities in 
the local public administration. It is currently the publica-
tion with the richest content produced through the work 
of journalists. 

dean-z444.html, accessed at 3.05.2022, website of Media press Publishing, from where you can order 
advertising in the Romanian press.
2.  This information is found in https://www.locale-ziare.ro/ziare-locale-arad/ziarul-glasul-aradului-
-z434.html, accessed at 3.05.2022, website of Media Press Publishing, from where you can purchase 
advertising space in the Romanian press.
3.   This information can be found in https://www.locale-ziare.ro/ziare-locale-arad/ziarul- nyugati-
jelen.html 

https://www.glsa.ro/
https://www.nyugatijelen.com
https://www.aradon.ro/
https://www.arq.ro/
https://www.arq.ro/
https://specialarad.ro/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/43127991_2362313177370105_3733687427726835712_n.png
https://specialarad.ro/
https://www.locale-ziare.ro/ziare-locale-arad/ziarul-%20nyugatijelen.html
https://www.locale-ziare.ro/ziare-locale-arad/ziarul-%20nyugatijelen.html
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Ziar de Arad (https://www.ziardearad.ro/) publishes local 
news about the Arad Community and Arad County, but it 
also includes relevant national topics. The site sporadical-
ly publishes opinion pieces taken from the news stream, 
originating in national media and not authored by jour-
nalists from Arad.

Ghidul Aradean (https://www.ghidularadean.ro/) became 
a news website after making itself known for advertise-
ments for various events, restaurants, and businesses in 
Arad.

Arad24 (https://www.arad24.net/) presents articles so-
cial, political, and economic subjects. “Arad 24 comple-
ments, in its own style, the Arad media market, bringing 
new approaches, new perspectives and other ways to 
reflect the immediate reality of today’s Arad. Arad 24 is 
politically uenaligned and does not obey any orders from 
any of the spheres of influence that affect other media 
sources, thus providing the guarantee of full objectivity 
in the unaltered reflection of everyday reality.” This de-
scription is found on the publication’s website. Arad24.net 
publishes news, articles on political and economic events, 
lifestyle, “Great People” and “Reviews.” In the section Ac-
tualități, the publication also contains a pamphlet section, 
“The Lizard” (Șopârlița gureșă), signed by Sorin Trocan. 
At the time of our documentation, the last text appeared 
on 23.12.2021, “What the lizard found”. 

TV Arad (https://tvarad.ro/-) is the news site for the only 
local TV station in Arad, publishing local information 
which can also be seen in the 18:00 news programme of 
the station. The website has audio, photo and video con-
tent, bringing together the work of journalists employed 
by TV Arad and Radio Arad.

Independentul (https://www.independentul.online/-) pre-
sents the events in Arad County, but also offers an over-
view of the most relevant national subjects. Areas cov-
ered: Arad, Romania, Culture, Europe, Science, History, 
Sport.

Starting out as a pamphlet magazine, with opinion arti-
cles and investigations, the online transition did not much 
affect the specifics of Flacara Rosie (https://flacara-rosie.
ro/), which remained a pamphlet, with articles on local 
administration and political life in Arad.  

https://www.ziardearad.ro/
https://www.ghidularadean.ro/
https://www.arad24.net/
https://tvarad.ro/-
https://www.independentul.online/-
https://flacara-rosie.ro/
https://flacara-rosie.ro/


Carmen Neamţu 27

Critic Arad (https://criticarad.ro/) is a newspaper with a 
critical spirit. The online publication provides news about 
the administration and politics of Arad. It stands out in 
the media landscape of local journalism through pam-
phlets and investigations signed by the journalist Lucian 
Valeriu.

Contrapunct (https://contrapunct.eu/) is an online news 
platform from Arad.
“Let’s offer a qualitative alternative. What do you 
mean? There is a voice from behind, which voice? 
What voice? The voice. That voice behind, unheard by 
those who should hear, amplified with tenacity, cour-
age, and its first cousin, madness. Primary, where? 
Where? Where she wants it to be, that’s why it’s crazy. 
We are a small editorial team in the sense that put togeth-
er we do not weigh 200 kg. (…)”. The negative presenta-
tion appears in this graphic formula on the website, along 
with three signatures: Basil Muresan, Mihai Molnar and 
Roxana Lucan. Despite a more unconventional presenta-
tion, the publication does not have “different” content, it 
does not differ from the other media outlets in Arad.

AradObiectiv (https://aradobiectiv.ro) is a website that 
publishes about current events in Arad, but also at a na-
tional level, with sections: News Arad, Sport, politics, 
International, Social, Tech, Culture, opinions, Colțu lui’ 
Arpi (pamphlet) and advertorial (P).

In addition to local news, Live Arad (https://www.livear-
ad.ro/) also provides national and international informa-
tion. The sections of this publication are: Local, political, 
national, Sport, Foreign, Culture, CANCAN (or lifestyle 
news), useful information, gossip of the day, Contact.

Gazeta Locala (https://gazetalocala.ro/) is an online publi-
cation with the following sections: News, “Poz(N)A Zilei” 
(a photo of the day), Discover, Education, Sport, Weather, 
Lifestyle, Press Releases, “Bârfa Zilei” (lifestyle and gos-
sip).

SportArad (https://www.sportarad.ro/) publishes infor-
mation about all sports disciplines practiced in Arad. At 
the same time, journalists regularly write articles on the 
evolution of some clubs or athletes in the municipality 
and county of Arad.

https://criticarad.ro/
https://contrapunct.eu/
https://www.livearad.ro/
https://www.livearad.ro/
https://gazetalocala.ro/
https://www.sportarad.ro/
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News Ar.ro (www.newsar.ro) is the news agency of Arad 
County. Founded in 2007 by journalists Orlando Toader 
and Diana Rotar, the publication contains the following 
sections: Local, country, world news, opinions, surveys, 
Miscellaneous, “Bârfa zilei” (gossip of the day), Discov-
ery, Video, U.L.A.L. Arad.

Following the documentation, we also found the following online publications that are 
specified on the e-newspapers portal4 for the Arad section:

Actualitati Arad (www.actualitati-arad.ro) is a media plat-
form edited by S.C. Actual promo Media SRL, from Arad, 
founded by journalists Florin Tomuta and Paula Bulzan. 
In the “About Us” section, it can be read that it was found-
ed on October 25, 2009. It contains news from the admin-
istration and politics of Arad, an editorial section, small 
advertising and an area for press releases from the main 
public institutions of Arad.

https://www.piataaradului.ro Page not accessible at the time of documentation 
(17.03.2022).

Arad City (www.aradcity.ro) is a news portal with the 
following sections: Home, News, events, companies Cat-
alogue, Arad city (with photo sections: Modern-day Arad 
and ancient Arad), Forum with readers (at the time of our 
documentation, 3.05.2022, the discussion portal was in-
active).

SportArad (www.sportarad.ro) is a portal with local 
news, general national and international news, and sport.

Observator Aradean newspaper was a general informa-
tion daily that ran in Arad County from Monday to Sat-
urday. The newspaper was a tabloid with dimensions of 
25.00 cm x 37.60 cm, and16 pages, of which four were 
polychromatic. The circulation of the newspaper was 
4,500 copies per edition. This newspaper no longer exists 
in Arad, after going bankrupt.

4.    https://www.e-ziare.ro/index.php?z=continut&j=12, accessed on March 17, 2022.

http://www.newsar.ro
http://www.actualitati-arad.ro
https://www.piataaradului.ro
http://www.aradcity.ro
http://www.sportarad.ro
https://www.e-ziare.ro/index.php?z=continut&j=12
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Măsura was a weekly general information newspaper that 
circulated in Arad County on Wednesdays. The newspa-
per was tabloid format, measuring 25.00 cm x 37.70 cm, 
with 20 pages, of which four were in polychrome. The 
newspaper’s circulation is 4,000 copies per edition. This 
newspaper no longer exists in Arad after going bankrupt.

Ziua de Vest was an independent newspaper published in 
Arad County from Monday to Friday. The newspaper was 
presented in tabloid format, measuring 42.00 cm x 28.00 
cm, with 40 pages. Circulation was 12,000 copies per edi-
tion. This newspaper no longer exists in Arad, after going 
bankrupt. 

Vestic (https://www.vestic.ro) is presented on e-ziare.
com/Arad, as a news portal in the Arad county. At the 
time of our documentation (March 17, 2022), Vestic.ro 
sold cotton blouses and trousers. 

http://www.pecica.eu Although Pecica.eu (http://www.pecica.eu) appears as a 
news publication in the Arad County on e-ziare.com, at 
the date of our documentation (June 2022), the online 
newspaper could no longer be accessed.

Sportul Aradean (https://sportularadean.ro) publishes 
news about local, national and international sports.

http://www.baricada.ro Baricada.ro was inactive at the date of access (March 17, 
2022).

At the time of documentation for this article, the City 
Hall of Arad had a page (https://portal1.primariaarad.ro/
arad.php?page=mas) dedicated to the Arad press, not up 
to date and riddled with grammatical erros and content 
innaccuracies.

https://www.vestic.ro
http://www.pecica.eu
http://www.pecica.eu
https://sportularadean.ro
http://www.baricada.ro
https://portal1.primariaarad.ro/arad.php?page=mas
https://portal1.primariaarad.ro/arad.php?page=mas
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Conclusion

Professor Mihai Coman, founder of the School of Journalism and 

Communication Sciences at the University of Bucharest, is convinced that 

the Romanian press is currently going through not only an institutional cri-

sis, but also a generational change:

It seems to me that we are dealing with a trend: Generational change. 

That is, the public, which had some socio-demographic characteristics 

related to education, age, aspirations and even political orientations, is 

beginning to thin out. The new generations that are coming are those of 

the Internet, consuming much more passive information, watching TV 

from their armchair. They search for their information online and are 

not very interested in debates and the opinions of specialists, because 

they are, as they say, each in their own bubble. There, on Facebook, In-

stagram, and other forms of social media, opinions flow and, naturally, 

choose those they resonate with,” explained Professor Mihai Coman, in 

an interview with Gabi Simon for Q Magazine. (Simon, 2022)

The local press in Arad, with rare exceptions, has become exclusively a 

news provider, with some articles published exactly how they were drafted 

by the press offices of the issuing institutions. Local journalists write sim-

ple texts and try not to complicate their lives with complex articles. Thus, 

the journalist has become a copy machine, a fact which is remarked upon 

– also at a national level – by journalist Florin Negruțiu (2016):

In order to justify his salary, the journalist is forced to produce more 

and faster, assembling texts that exclude any initiative and creativity. 

Online newsrooms have thus transformed in recent years into Chinese 

factories, in which no more investigations and reports are written, 

and instead news items are produced on the head of man, through 

the process (…): copy-paste. As it says, quite honestly, on the job of-

fer, the journalist does not need “professional training” or “editorial 
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orientation”, as long as he is able to operate the two basic functions 

of the profession: CTRL-C/CTRL-V. “The de-professionalization of the 

press is a terrible reality”.

The Arad print media has lost ground to free online publications, which of-

fer readers the opportunity to comment, under the protection of anonymity, 

on the various texts published by journalists. 

The crisis of year 2000 affected the structure of local newsrooms and 

the number of journalists employed. They end up accumulating multiple 

functions, covering many areas of current events: political, administrative, 

culture, economic, police, health, etc.

The local press is the mirror of the Arad society from this moment on. The 

media is under the pressure of funding from advertising, which may or 

may not come, depending on the preferences of the press owners. Thus, 

today, even Arad journalists are perceived as working “for someone” rather 

than belonging to a serious press entity, be it print or online. At the level 

of Arad County, one can refer to of a press ecosystem which is an “instru-

ment of influence” rather than a means of correct, free (in)formation for the 

Romanian public.
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CAN AUTOMATED NEWS HELP LOCAL 
JOURNALISM? AN EXPLORATORY STUDY  
IN PORTUGAL

Adriana Gonçalves & Ricardo Morais

In recent years, much has been said about how Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) and other emerging technologies may 

be able to help the media, and in particular local media, 

namely in the selection and filtering of large amounts 

of data, but also in the fight against disinformation 

(Rinehart & Kung, 2022; Newman, 2022; Beckett, 

2019). However, despite the technology’s potential, sev-

eral unknowns remain, such as the real impact these 

technologies can have on the local news landscape, or 

whether these media outlets, known for their continued 

difficulties, can make use of these tools effectively. These 

questions arise not as a kind of brake on innovation in 

smaller newsrooms but as a result of a gap identified 

in different reports (Reuters Institute, The Associated 

Press), which show that these technologies “(...) have so 

far been centered among “large” publishers” (Rinehart 

& Kung, 2022, p. 4). 

In this context, it is essential to reflect on local news-

rooms’ conditions to harness these technologies since, 

as with any innovation, a period of experimentation 

and adaptation is necessary. In the case of media out-

lets featured in the Associated Press study, researchers 

couldn’t find any motivation to go through this peri-

od of experimentation. The reasons for this were the 

newsroom staff’s lack of knowledge, time, and money 

(Rinehart & Kung, 2022). 
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However, it is also important to note that there are already some good ex-

amples among local media outlets, such as the newspapers Bergens Tidende 

from Sweden or Bärgslagsbladet from Norway, to mention just a few, where 

Artificial Intelligence has been successfully used in the automated produc-

tion of articles. Considering these examples, while remaining aware of the 

Portuguese reality in terms of working conditions (Morais, Jerónimo & 

Correia, 2020; Jerónimo & Correia, 2020; Camponez et al., 2020), in this 

exploratory article we challenge two Portuguese local media directors to re-

flect on the opportunities and challenges of using AI in the newspapers they 

manage. Thus, through exploratory interviews with the directors of Jornal 

do Fundão and Região de Leiria, we sought their opinions about using auto-

mation technologies and AI in local journalism, and also on which activities 

could benefit from these technologies, how journalists’ work can change, 

and what it would take for newsrooms to start using these tools.

We believe that the collected testimonies, more than giving us definitive 

answers, allow us to identify a set of clues that can be for the continuation 

of reflection on the potential of these tools, the difficulties of implementa-

tion in the Portuguese context and the path that should be taken so that the 

Portuguese local media are not left behind when it comes to the use of AI in 

local journalism.

In terms of structure, this article opens with a literature review about the 

transformations in journalism, the potential of AI systems and, in particu-

lar, news automation. Secondly, we present some journalistic projects of 

local scope that have stood out through their use of AI tools. At the same 

time, we establish a comparison with the Portuguese reality, highlighting 

some of the main challenges that local media outlets face. Thirdly, we brief-

ly present our methodological procedures, explaining what led us to choose 

these two local newspapers and presenting the script that served as the 

basis for the interviews. Finally, we present our main results, giving voice 

to the directors of the newspapers, and we end with final considerations, 

where we try to highlight the most critical aspects that the interviewees 

identified, and leave some paths for future investigations.
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Journalism and Artificial Intelligence: the potential of news automation

Journalism is a complex social practice involving diverse actors, institutions, 

and constantly changing technologies (Wiard, 2019). Today, journalism is 

going through profound changes due to accelerated technological innova-

tions and a crisis of funding. In a context where communication becomes 

fluid and ubiquitous, using new AI tools is a survival strategy for some 

media outlets in order to streamline repetitive tasks and speed up certain 

processes (Cardoso et al., 2021).

Different automation software, databases and AI techniques have been 

integrated into several news organizations worldwide, working alongside 

traditional journalists, “thus blurring the boundaries between journalism, 

computer science and statistics” (Lindén, 2018, p. 238). Consequently, all 

stages of journalistic work, news gathering, gatekeeping, text production, 

and news dissemination, are changing.

News automation, which converts structured data into text based on rules, 

is one field that raises the most questions (Sirén-Heikel et al., 2019). This 

field is also known as computational journalism (Hamilton & Turner, 2009), 

machine-written news (Van Dalen, 2012), algorithmic journalism (Dörr, 

2015), automated journalism (Graefe, 2016), robot journalism (Latar, 2018) 

or semi-automated journalism (Torrijos, 2021). News automation can be 

helpful in news stories that are centred around structured data, as happens 

in such beats as sports, weather, finance, traffic, and real estate (Lindén, 

2018). Nevertheless, regardless of the beat, the purpose is always the same: 

“to make newsrooms more efficient, for instance, by increasing the volume 

[of news production]” (Lindén, 2018, p. 242). 

However, implementing these technologies uses up financial and human 

resources, which are scarce at most media outlets, especially at the local 

level. Rivas-de-Roca (2021) highlights that “the local press enjoys lower lev-

els of AI use due to its limited economic capacity” (p.166). However, some 

local media outlets have implemented robotization and achieved exciting re-

sults, such as an increase in their coverage of specific subjects and a higher 
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number of subscribers. Although it is true that the use of automation and 

AI in local journalism is going through an experimental phase, in a con-

text where the “traditional business model that once supported local news 

crumbles” (Hess & Waller, 2017, p. 59), some studies in the field of sports 

show that automation reduces non-value-added tasks that take up a lot of 

journalists’ time (Torrijos, 2019).

The evolution of technologies has allowed all kinds of information to be 

saved and stored by algorithms on the internet, contributing to the digiti-

zation and “datafication of life” (Lemos, 2021). Datafication allows for the 

conversion of all actions into tracking digital data (Lemos, 2021) that influ-

ences all activities, including journalism. The availability of large amounts 

of data boosts the use of AI technologies to process it.

Artificial Intelligence is an umbrella term for “a range of technologies such 

as automated statistical data analysis, machine learning, and natural lan-

guage processing” (Deuze & Beckett, 2022, p.2). AI tools can be used in 

news gathering, content creation and dissemination processes (Deuze & 

Beckett, 2022) and have become increasingly important because of the high 

abundance of accessible data. A marked increase in speed of information 

circulation also triggered the use of AI in journalism.

In this context, news automation has become an emerging field intercon-

necting journalism and big data (Carlson, 2015) and can be a valuable tool to 

help media companies overcome their severe economic crisis: “The changes 

in content proliferation, the habits of media consumers and the obsolete 

business model of selling audience to advertisers trigger innovation in me-

dia organizations” (Pashevich, 2018, p.56).

The concept of “automated journalism” began to be discussed around 2009-

2010, when Narrative Science and Automated Insights, two technology 

companies, were founded in the United States (Lindén, 2018). Their ro-

bots were used in media outlets such as Forbes and the Associated Press 
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(AP). In 2010, the Los Angeles Times released a software named Quakebot,1 

which automatically generates earthquake alerts (Graefe, 2016; Danzon-

Chambaud & Cornia, 2021). In 2014, the Associated Press introduced the use 

of the Wordsmith2 software “to automate production of thousands of quar-

terly corporate earning stories straight from financial data feeds without 

human intervention” (Rinehart & Kung, 2022, p.3). Today, the AP uses AI 

technology “to get early warnings of breaking news events, generate short 

summaries from longer narrative text, classify and apply digital metadata 

to news content and transcribe audio from video in real time” (Rinehart & 

Kung, 2022, p.3). 

This was how news organizations took the first steps towards introducing 

automation in news production. Ever since, several news organizations 

have begun producing automated news articles, starting with leading me-

dia groups with high economic capital. BBC, Reuters, Bloomberg, and The 

Guardian have started to automate local information, sports results, and 

finance markets (Lara-González et al., 2022). In France, Le Monde also used 

automation during the Departmental Election night in 20153 (Lindén, 2018). 

A similar case took place in the coverage of local elections in Brazil by the 

newspaper O Globo, which automatically created more than 5,500 stories 

based on an official dataset to guarantee informative coverage even for the 

smallest districts in the country (Shaw, 2021).

“JournalismAI Case Studies Database”4 compiles a list of other cases 

which includes 112 examples of news organizations worldwide that use 

AI tools for several tasks, including 22 which use it for news automation. 

These cases are from the UK, Sweden, Norway, USA, Germany, Australia, 

Argentina and Canada. Even though most examples are from internationally  

 

1.  More information about “Quakebot” available at: https://www.latimes.com/people/quakebot
2.  More information about “Wordsmith” available at: https://automatedinsights.com/customer-sto-
ries/associated-press/
3   More information about the partnership between “Le Monde” and “Syllabs” available at https://
www.lemonde.fr/le-monde/article/2015/03/23/des-robots-au-monde-pendant-les-elections-departe-
mentales-oui-et-non_5995670_4586753.html
4.   Available at: https://airtable.com/shrKhe7Js48HvBhmG/tblBcSZESOAuy5Q9A
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recognized media, such as the BBC, the Associated Press or The Washington 

Post, two local Nordic media outlets stand out: Bärgslagsbladet, part of 

Bonnier Local News5 (Sweden), and Bergens Tidende6 (Norway), which we 

will analyse further.

AI tools started being used by large US media companies and gradually 

emerged in smaller media outlets, such as Hoodline or small companies, 

such as Local Labs (Lindén, 2017; Wang, 2018; Rivas-de-Roca, 2021). Large 

media groups that use news automation frequently work with technology 

companies, such as Narrative Science (USA), Arria (UK), AX-Semantics 

or Text-On (Germany), Narrativa and Linguastat (Spain), Syllabs (France), 

United Robots (Northern Europe), among others. 

Nevertheless, some media outlets have decided to strengthen their teams 

with programmers, IT specialists, designers and data analysts, or to cooper-

ate with universities or start-ups to develop automated solutions. Zerozero.

pt7 is one such case: a sports media outlet founded in 2003 in Portugal, and 

the first case of news automation in the country, resulting from a collabora-

tion between computer engineers (from University of Porto) and journalists. 

Prosebot8, the solution they came up with, generates news pieces about the 

results of all football matches across the different leagues, using natural 

language processing (NLP) techniques (Canavilhas & Gonçalves, 2023). The 

main advantage is that it gives journalists an operational base for writing 

news. Through the tool’s automatic syntheses, Prosebot works as an instant 

drafting tool journalists can use to write articles. This solution can be com-

pelling in terms of scalability if we consider the number of matches that 

take place every weekend in national and local championships, especially if 

one includes the youth leagues (Pires, 2021).

At the local level, media companies struggle to find the human resourc-

es, time, or money to invest in AI and automation. Even so, in the United 

5.  More information about “Bärgslagsbladet” available at: https://www.bblat.se/
6.  More information about “Bergens Tidende” available at: https://www.bt.no/
7.  More information about “ZeroZero” available at: https://www.zerozero.pt/
8.  More information about “Prosebot” available at: https://www.zerozero.pt/prosebot.php
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States, 192 local newsrooms state that AI is helpful to their journalists and 

surrounding communities (Rinehart & Kung, 2022). Some smaller compa-

nies have helped this process along, such as Local Labs9, a small company 

founded in 2006 in Chicago that provides local editions for metro newspa-

pers in the city’s suburbs (Lindén, 2017). Local Labs “centralises editorial 

processes with its combination of a newsroom management system with 

partly automated content creation and proactive gathering of events infor-

mation” (Lindén, 2017, p.67). The use of automation ensures the same work 

can be done by fewer people, with all the advantages and risks this implies. 

However, this is an opportunity for newspapers to optimize journalists’ 

work and have cheaper publishing solutions (Lindén, 2017).

Hoodline10, a hyperlocal news website in San Francisco, is another example 

of an outlet “focused on the local stories that can be found by mining large 

data sets” (Wang, 2018, n.p.). The data is collected, analysed and filtered, 

and then Hoodline uses an automation software developed by Automated 

Insights11 to generate articles from these data. The owner of the project 

emphasises that “robots are definitely not going to take over human jour-

nalists’ work” but notes that, as happens at Hoodline, the “local news wire 

is meant to amplify the work local reporters are uniquely positioned to do” 

(Wang, 2018, n.p.). 

In this first section, we would like to mention how all stages of the journal-

istic work process can potentially be affected by AI. Above all, we highlight 

how several media outlets have integrated AI into their newsrooms. We 

realise that major media conglomerates and outlets work mainly with 

specialised companies to develop automated solutions, but that some local 

projects have also sought to assert themselves in this context. It is precisely 

these kinds of projects that we will focus on in the next section.

9.   More information about “Local Labs” available at: https://locallabs.com/
10.  More information about “Hoodline” available at: https://hoodline.com/
11.  More information about “Automated Insights” available at: https://automatedinsights.com/
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How automation can work for local media: the cases of Bärgslagsbladet 
(Sweden) and Bergens Tidende (Norway)

Aforementioned United Robots is one of the organizations that has worked 

the most in the field of automated journalism out of Northern Europe. United 

Robots created their first software in 2015, when the local media group, 

Bonnier Local News, saw the opportunity to cover sports matches using tech-

nology. Today, this software even sends out text messages with interview 

questions to each team’s coaches after the game. After this experience, the 

company looked for “opportunities to automate publishing in cases where 

speed is important and content can be personalized” (Lindén, 2018, p.242). 

In fact, United Robots has become the most renowned technology company 

developing AI solutions for media groups across several countries.

Bärgslagsbladet is part of the Bonnier News Local group, previously 

Mittmedia. The project’s website shows that this small local publisher em-

ploys five journalists and an editor-in-chief, and covers the towns of Köping, 

Arboga and Kungsör, west of Stockholm. Bärgslagsbladet uses news auto-

mation in the topics of sports and real estate. The software produces news 

articles through a Natural Language Generation (NLG) process, using data 

from Everysport and the Swedish Land Registry (United Robots(a), n.d.). 

In 2019, this software produced almost two thousand articles which were 

published automatically on the Bärgslagsbladet website and on its app. The 

United Robots website shows that local journalism is a daily battleground 

where journalists must decide “how to use limited editorial resources while 

making sure all the important stories get done” (United Robots(c), n.d., n.p). 

In this organization, automation is used for basic tasks, making them faster 

and more consistent. The newsroom uses it to distribute and report stories 

that would otherwise not get covered.

Another good example is Bergens Tidende, a regional title from the Schibsted 

group in Norway, which has been using news automation for coverage of the 

real estate market since 2019, also through United Robots’ software. One of 

the reasons for using automation is the high amount of official data available, 
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which the software can easily handle. The bot chooses the approach that 

the article will adopt, evaluates real estate property data extracted from the 

Swedish Land Registry, applies an algorithm in collaboration with Google 

Street View and selects the most appropriate image to illustrate the con-

tent (Rivas-de-Roca, 2021). As a result, Bergens Tidende’s website includes 

a Homes Sales section that represents 5% of all article conversions. In a 

year, twelve thousand automated articles were published. According to The 

Project Lead, dozens of houses are sold in Bergen every day, which makes 

this content relevant and in high demand from buyers, sellers and others. 

United Robots claims that these software-generated news articles are high 

quality and provide value for readers at a local level (United Robots(b), n.d). 

The software also creates an automated annual report about local business-

es, which was not previously published due to lack of resources. Today, this 

automated content is a success with many subscribers.

Nordics “have been at the forefront of developing and using robot journal-

ism” (Borchardt, 2022, p.2), mainly because they have an open data culture. 

Pashevich (2018) recognises that “the experience of Norway shows that in-

deed news agencies have the necessary resources to develop automated 

journalism and that, no matter how beneficial the technology is for the local 

press, smaller newsrooms cannot afford to develop a text-writing robot in-

house” (p.61), so working in partnerships with start-ups or universities can 

be a solution.

In these two cases, the newspaper directors point out as the main advantag-

es the exponential increase in published news articles, and the expansion in 

coverage of specific regions and subjects that were not reported on before 

due to a lack of time and human resources. Subscriptions growth and higher 

audience engagement are also mentioned as key changes that came with au-

tomated content. In the same way, a study by the Knight Foundation, which 

analysed 130 projects by journalistic brands using automation, identified 

the main goals of these projects as: “increase in the capacity to produce 

news” (47%), followed by “cost reduction” (27%) and “revenue optimization 

(12%)” (Cardoso & Baldi, 2021, p. 9).
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It becomes clear that automation can contribute to local journalism for a 

set of different reasons. Likewise, the two projects analysed here suggest 

possibilities that other local media outlets can explore. However, we must 

acknowledge that these two journalistic projects emerged in countries with 

very particular characteristics, which are interesting to consider when as-

sessing the application of AI technologies in the Portuguese context. It is 

precisely this analysis that we will make in the next section.

The reality of Nordic countries and the challenges local journalism faces 
in Portugal 

The culture and societal organization in Nordic countries, such as Sweden, 

Finland and Norway, differ significantly from those of Portugal. This dif-

ference can also be seen in journalism, for instance when it comes to the 

relationship between audiences and the media. “In Northern and Western 

Europe, which have strong and sophisticated democratic governments, 

there is a distinctive interest in media innovation and experimentation at 

the local level, and especially the emergence of hyperlocal start-ups” (Hess 

& Waller, 2017, p.82).

In fact, most research about software-generated news and other technolo-

gies are about case studies in these countries, where the use of technology 

is at a more advanced stage. Several constraints hinder the adoption of 

technological innovations in Portuguese journalism. Studies show that 

Portuguese media outlets are still very traditional, especially as the coun-

try’s population becomes more aged, preferring to watch television instead 

of resourting to online media outlets to access information. On the other 

hand, news consumption by younger audiences mainly takes place online 

via apps or social media. Therefore, there is a gap in the news consumption 

habits of the older population and young people.

The prevalence of more traditional forms of media consumption, which can 

be a factor of resistance to the introduction of new technologies to news-

rooms, is just one of the problems that affects local media in Portugal. The 
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truth is that there has been a vast amount of research that, in recent dec-

ades, has been dedicated to studying and analysing local journalism in its 

most varied dimensions (Morais & Jerónimo, 2023; Jerónimo et al., 2022a; 

2022b, 2022c; Jerónimo & Esparza, 2022; Cardoso et al., 2021; Jenkins & 

Jerónimo, 2021; Carvalheiro et al., 2021; Morais et al., 2020; Camponez et 

al., 2020; Jerónimo & Correia, 2020; Ramos & Correia, 2020; Quintanilha 

et al., 2019; Campos & Jerónimo, 2019; Correia et al., 2019; Cardoso et 

al., 2017).

In this context of a growing body of research on local media, it’s relevant 

to highlight the studies that, on the one hand, comprehensively analyse 

the working conditions of journalists (Jerónimo et al. 2022a; Morais et al. 

2020), but also those that focus on how new technologies have transformed 

newsrooms and brought a set of new challenges to media outlets, which 

almost always face difficulties from the point of view of managing human 

and material resources (Morais & Jerónimo, 2023; Jerónimo et al., 2022c; 

Jenkins & Jerónimo, 2021; Correia et al., 2021; Campos & Jerónimo, 2019; 

Morais et al., 2020; Jerónimo & Correia, 2020; Ramos & Correia, 2020; 

Quintanilha et al., 2019; Cardoso et al., 2017).

The challenges that Portuguese local media companies face are not new. 

However, they remain associated with the lack of investment in one of the 

most critical elements for developing the activity: the journalists them-

selves. Portuguese local media companies continue to look for a business 

model that will allow them to survive in a context marked by the loss of ad-

vertising revenue and, more importantly, readers, or at least by their shift 

to other platforms (Morais et al., 2020).

This scenario is familiar. It has only deteriorated over time as the search 

comes up empty for solutions that help bring the country closer to oth-

er realities, such as that of the Nordic countries mentioned in this study. 

There is, however, a commonality between Portugal and the reality of the 

Nordic countries: the strong connection between citizens and local jour-

nalism. In the Portuguese case, the pandemic also demonstrated, even 
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more significantly, the importance citizens give to local media (Jenkins & 

Jerónimo, 2021; Jerónimo et al., 2020).

One of the main differences between the two realities is found in the will-

ingness to pay for news. In the Nordic countries, there is a long tradition 

of subscribing to quality newspapers in print, both local and national. 

According to the most recent reports, 33% of Swedes pay for online news 

from national media and local news publishers (Newman et al., 2022, 

p.104). Many local news publishers have attracted growing numbers of on-

line subscribers in recent years. In Portugal, the scenario is quite different 

since, according to the Digital News Report Portugal 2022, “only 12% of the 

Portuguese claim to have paid for news in digital format in the previous 

year – five percentage points fewer than the global average of 17%” (Cardoso 

et al., 2022, p. 29).

This data helps us understand how that there are two very different reali-

ties when talking about local journalism. Not only are these two societies 

with very different levels of development in the specific case of journalism, 

the working conditions for journalists are also different, as well as the com-

mitment to the digital form and the willingness to pay for news content. 

All these factors are also essential towards understanding the options for 

integrating AI in Portuguese local media newsrooms, as we will see later 

in this work.

Methods and Research Questions

This exploratory study combines a literature review with a qualitative ap-

proach through semi-structured interviews with the directors of two local 

Portuguese newspapers: Jornal do Fundão and Região de Leiria. Jornal do 

Fundão and Região de Leiria are traditional media outlets founded in 1946 

and 1984. Both have a weekly print publication, a website, and a strong pres-

ence on social media.

The selection of these two news outlets followed two conditions: first, 

we selected local newspapers that had benefited from Google funding or 
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participated in projects promoted by Google. Both Jornal do Fundão and 

Região de Leiria have participated in the Google News Showcase. This 

platform’s aim is to “help participating publishers share their expertise 

and editorial voice through an enhanced storytelling experience” and “an 

improved online news experience that benefits readers and publishers” 

(Google News Showcase12). Jornal do Fundão has also been supported by the 

Journalism Emergency Relief Fund, created by Google Initiative News with 

the goal “to support small and medium-sized news organizations produc-

ing original news for local communities” (Google News Initiative13). Região 

de Leiria was also distinguished by Google’s Digital News Innovation Fund 

(DNI), dedicated to discovering and supporting digital news projects and en-

hancing the quality of journalism (Digital News Innovation Fund14).

The second condition was the geographical distribution in Portugal, since 

the goal was to identify local media in the country’s peripheral regions. The 

selected newspapers do not aim to statistically represent the local media 

universe in Portugal; the sample is only intended to explore and discuss the 

potential uses of AI in Portuguese local journalism.

We decided to use the interview technique as it is useful when exploring 

new topics (Boyce et al., 2006), like news automation, and understand-

ing the context behind specific situations (Duarte, 2005). The use of AI in 

Portuguese media outlets is at an experimental stage. We are unaware of 

any cases of news automation application in the Portuguese local media 

ecosystem, so conducting exploratory interviews and collecting local outlet 

directors’ opinions about this possibility seemed the most appropriate way 

to approach this subject.

Concerning our research questions, with this work, we are trying to un-

derstand: Can automation technologies and Artificial Intelligence help 

12.   More information about “Google News Showcase” available at: https://support.google.com/news/
publisher-center/answer/10018888?hl=en
13.   More information about the “Journalism Emergency Relief Fund” available at: https://newsinitia-
tive.withgoogle.com/info/journalism-emergency-relief-fund/recipients
14.   More information about the Google’s Digital News Innovation Fund available at: https://newsini-
tiative.withgoogle.com/dnifund/
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local media professionals? (RQ1); What activities performed by journalists 

in newsrooms could be aided by Artificial Intelligence tools? (RQ2); What 

are the main challenges to introducing Artificial Intelligence tools in local 

newsrooms? (RQ3).

In the following point, we present some of the main ideas brought up by the 

two newspaper directors, which help us find answers to the questions that 

guided us in this work, and that, above all, serve as a contribution towards a 

reflection on the importance, possibility and operationality of the adoption 

of AI tools in Portuguese local media.

Discussion and results

At a time when the potential of Artificial Intelligence is at the center of much 

discussion across the most varied areas of activity, we started by trying to 

understand the opinion of the interviewees about the possibility of using AI 

tools and specifically automation technologies, in journalism. The Director 

of Região de Leiria considers that AI represents a “great opportunity in the 

various stages of a newspaper’s work: in the collection and analysis of in-

formation; in the production of journalistic pieces whether in text, audio 

or video formats; in the publication and distribution of journalistic content; 

and, lastly, in promoting content and engaging readers”. Despite the po-

tential she identifies, this journalist believes that media outlets with fewer 

resources and less financial capacity “will not be able to keep up with the 

technological advancement taking place in larger newsrooms”. The Director 

of Jornal do Fundão shares this idea. He views the introduction of these 

technologies to local media newsrooms as distant. Although he believes 

that the introduction of AI to these outlets will still take time, he highlights 

the potential of automation and the possibility that AI tools can “free up 

journalists to create more demanding investigative content”, releasing them 

from some of the routine activities that take up much of their time.

The Director of Região de Leiria also mentioned this possibility of allowing 

journalists to dedicate themselves to other types of content that require 
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more time and commitment, such as investigative journalism, reporting, or 

interviews. The interviewee believes that “professionals can, with the help 

of AI, have time to perform more time-consuming jobs that machines and 

systems are still unable to do, or that they cannot do with the sensitivity 

and analytical eye typical of humans.” For the Director of Jornal do Fundão 

it all boils down to making the most of time, which is increasingly scarce, 

above all considering that “(...) the requirements are many, and newsrooms, 

as we know, are not exactly elastic. (...) Journalists have to write for mul-

tiple platforms and respond to multiple challenges.” In this context, the 

head of this newspaper argues that “anything that grants journalists time 

is extraordinary”.

Thinking concretely about the use of automatic text for writing news, we 

tried to understand whether the heads of these two weeklies consider that 

this could be used in the newsrooms they coordinate. The Director of Jornal 

do Fundão understands that the process could be used for “breaking news, 

so-called hard news, updates,” as long as it is public interest content that 

would require time from the journalist that they do not always have or 

would have to withdraw from other activities that require more dedication, 

both in terms of research and production. The Director of Região de Leiria 

gives as an example the press releases from the Portuguese Institute of the 

Sea and the Atmosphere (relating to information about the weather), which 

are already prepared and sent out using AI, stressing that “news based on 

communications, numerical or statistical information and which translates 

into repetitive, standardized and uncreative work, could be produced in an 

automated way”. 

However, the interviewees are certain that the potential for using AI tools is 

much broader than that, and that several areas could benefit from it in the 

newsrooms they coordinate. The Director of Jornal do Fundão, for example, 

believes that “(...) automation can be useful not only in the writing stage, 

in the automatic writing of a short text, but also the process of research or 

guidance of the journalist in researching a more in-depth topic, for exam-

ple, by pointing out some paths, some research guidelines, because without 



Can automated news help local journalism? An exploratory study in Portugal48

research there is no good journalism”. The Director of Região de Leiria shares 

this idea, especially considering “the size of local media teams.” For her, AI 

tools “could make an excellent contribution to collecting, analysing and pro-

cessing large amounts of data. They would allow us to do work that we are 

currently not in a position to do, which could be a breath of fresh air. Making 

some journalists data scientists, for example.” But for this interviewee, AI 

can also be significant “in identifying false information, in the fight against 

fake news” since she considers that, at the local level, “it is more difficult 

to prove what has been said, what has been done, it is more difficult than 

in the national media”. In addition to being an essential fact-checking tool, 

the Director of the Região de Leiria also sees a possibility for use in content 

customization, as well as for interactions with readers, namely through “(...) 

chatbots, moderation systems and response to comments”, which could be 

“(...) a way to achieve greater involvement with readers”.

Both Directors see the potential for using AI in the newsrooms they lead. 

However, they also emphasize many challenges to adopting these new 

tools. The Director of Jornal do Fundão names one of the biggest and main 

challenges as the lack of “financial support.” He also draws attention to the 

specifities of local media, which force people to think differently. “The local 

press has other routines that are different from the national and interna-

tional press because it isn’t as based on breaking news, hard news, as the 

big news outlets. The rhythm of the regional press is different; we often 

talk about newspapers where news is not abundant. (...) The regional press 

has less current material to work on, so it does not ask for these ‘helpers’ so 

urgently, which can also justify this delay in adopting these instruments.” 

Despite the challenges, the head of the weekly does not doubt that AI tools 

will eventually reach all newsrooms. The Director of Região de Leiria makes 

several observations concerning the challenges facing the introduction of AI 

tools in newsrooms. The journalist begins by recalling the difficulties that 

local media outlets face, questioning “how local newspapers, many with a 

noose around their throats and taking their first steps in the digital medi-

um, are going to find the money and staff to seize all the opportunities that 
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technology offers, namely with AI?” The professional also believes that it is 

already a challenge to manage a newsroom and the workflow for paper and 

digital. Introducing a new dimension can make the work even more diffi-

cult, especially because of the scarcity of resources.

Nevertheless, the Director of Região de Leiria also addresses other issues re-

garding the relationship between local media outlets and the communities 

where they operate. For the journalist, it is also a challenge to understand 

how “machines can be put in place to produce news articles without limiting 

themselves to being megaphones for politicians and companies, generating 

texts without any critical sense?” Proximity to sources, interaction with 

readers, and the way the readers would perceive the work of newspapers 

are some of the other issues raised by the Director when considering the 

introduction of AI in newsrooms. In this context, the journalist asks: “How 

are we going to tell readers that some of the news they are ‘consuming’ is 

made by machines? What will their reaction be? And what do we do if the 

reaction is bad?” The possibility of errors is also addressed, as well as who is 

accountable for them, without forgetting privacy issues associated with the 

amount of data AI tools can access. Finally, the journalist also recalls what 

she believes is a considerable challenge: the lack of literacy of a large part of 

the population, to whom it would be difficult to explain what AI is.

These excerpts from the interviews of the two directors can help us to re-

flect on a set of challenges facing the introduction of AI journalism to local 

media newsrooms that cannot be ignored. In the next section, we highlight 

the essential aspects of this work, establish connections between some of 

the perspectives presented with the literature review, and suggest paths 

forward for further research in this area.

Conclusion

Regarding the questions that guided this work, we can conclude that au-

tomation technologies and Artificial Intelligence can help local media 

professionals (RQ1), at least that is what the interviewed Directors believe 
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– they envision great potential for these tools to help journalists have time 

for the more demanding activities in newsrooms. Concerning which activ-

ities performed by journalists in newsrooms could be assisted by Artificial 

Intelligence tools (RQ2), the answers point to the possibility that AI can per-

form some of the most mechanic and routine tasks. The Directors suggest 

AI can be helpful in the news writing process and also during the research 

stage, as well as content verification and the management of the relation-

ship with readers. Finally, regarding the main challenges to introducing 

AI tools in local media newsrooms (RQ3), the interviewees identify lack of 

investment, resources and time for the necessary training and experimen-

tation as the most important hurdles that must be overcome.

The interviews with these two directors of the local media have thus al-

lowed us to understand that it may be too early to think about introducing 

AI to local journalism. It is at least this idea that we are left with when we 

relate the answers we obtained with our collected data from the literature 

review. The field of studies on local media that has been consolidated in 

recent decades in Portugal demonstrates that there are several problems 

in local media newsrooms, and lack of investment, and consequent lack of 

human resources, is perhaps the one that most affects the activity of these 

media outlets and their outlook for future development.

The interviews allowed us to corroborate this while dispelling the popular 

notion that there is resistance to change or a lack of will to innovate on 

the part of local journalists. The two Directors’ responses show they have 

little doubt about the potential of AI tools, particularly for the generation of 

automated news. The question of whether AI will come to their newsrooms 

does not arise in terms of the potential application of the technology, but 

rather in terms of how this introduction could possibly be made in the face 

of such a vast range of challenges that make it difficult even to write for a 

weekly print edition, a website and social media. The lack of professionals, 

the shrinking of newsroom staff, the lack of investment and even the lack of 

support from readers continue to be factors that characterize the reality of 

Portuguese local media outlets, and that distance them from other realities 
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where the introduction of new technologies can be done much faster, as 

ended up happening with AI.

In this context, the examples that we have presented, coming from Northern 

Europe, serve only to show that it is possible to use AI tools successfully in 

local media to work on the most varied themes. Even though these are good 

examples, they fail to be seen as more than a reality far removed from the 

one we have in Portugal where, even at a national level, experiments with 

the use of AI by the media are still scarce. However, the examples present-

ed also show us another critical aspect that must be considered by local 

media. The road to introducing AI tools to local media cannot be walked 

alone, firstly because of the lack of resources, but also because the best 

international examples of usage show us the importance of collaborating 

with private companies and also with universities in the development of 

solutions adapted to the needs of each local media outlet. These collabo-

rations should also be the path that Portuguese local media should follow. 

At the same time, we argue that thinking about possible applications and 

developing a strategy and a plan is necessary before moving forward. This 

planning is essential so that the already scarce resources of the local media 

ecosystem are not used up through simple experiments without continuity. 

In this sense, the need for further research becomes evident.

On the one hand, it would be important to study the companies that have 

developed AI tools in Portugal, in order to understand which solutions have 

the potential to be adopted by local media. The same happens with univer-

sities. It will also be important that research in the area of local media and 

proximity journalism can expand beyond the field of journalism; that is, 

increasingly multidisciplinary approaches and investigations will be funda-

mental to enhance the area of AI in journalism.

As we mentioned at the beginning of this work, more than answers, we 

seek, with this exploratory investigation, to promote reflection about the 

potential of AI tools, but above all, about the impact of their practical and 

actual use by the local media. 
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Digital Transformation as applied to the information 

industry brings about a new scenario for journalistic 

companies and for the media professionals in them, 

as well as new ways for audiences to access content 

(Barland, 2013). This notion goes beyond the merely 

technological and delves into a new disruptive concep-

tion (Guo and Volz, 2019) that involves general challenges 

such as the need to generate quality content that is 

credible and reliable in the face of disinformation cam-

paigns, the uncertainty that audiences experience due 

to their easy access to all kinds of information sources 

(Lück and Schultz, 2019), the adaptation to the experi-

ences of a new generation of users who are accustomed 

to receiving decentralised messages often channelled 

by agents from outside the journalistic sector (Tànase, 

2015), or the decline in the levels of trust in news and 

the tendency to avoid news altogehther (Bontcheva and 

Posetti, 2020).

These challenges became more pronounced from 

October 2019, with the arrival and expansion of the 

COVID-19 global pandemic, which gave rise to a twofold 

drift: on the one hand, it fostered the growth of phe-

nomena such as teleworking, streaming of audiovisual 

and multimedia content exclusively from home through 

subscription platforms, the use of social networks as a 
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way to alleviate individual isolation, or the streamlining of a wide range 

of processes that can now be done with electronic identification systems 

(Kunelius, 2020); on the other hand, it has brought about the proliferation 

of all kinds of hoaxes and false content about the pandemic itself, laying the 

foundations for a process of global information warfare (Papadopoulou and 

Maniou, 2021).

Aside from these general problems, more specific ones arise, which can 

be strategic (Choi, 2016), productive (Salaverría, 2017), narrative (Moloney, 

2011), business (Schnell, 2018), cybersecurity-related (Taylor, 2015; Thorsen, 

2017), associated with the flow of fake news (Rapp and Salovich, 2018) or fo-

cused on accessibility, considering population ageing in the most developed 

countries (Brown and Hollier, 2015).

Entities such as the World Association of Newspapers and News Publishers-

WAN/IFRA (2015 and 2022), UNESCO (2020) and the International 

Federation of Journalists (2021), among others, underline the risks posed 

by decreasing media credibility for the consolidation of democratic systems 

and warn about the need to implement mechanisms to reverse this trend, 

ensure the survival of journalism as a guarantor of freedom of expression, 

reinforce the levels of public confidence and encourage the establishment 

of collaborative alliances between information companies, in order to deal 

with this infodemic environment.

In the specific case of local media, the impact of the COVID-19 pandem-

ic has been decisive to their recent evolution (Zilic and Caks, 2023). Local 

media’s digital transition is of particular concern from both a professional 

and academic point of view (Galletero and Jerónimo, 2019), as it reinforces 

economic pressures and hinders business survival (Martin and McCrain, 

2019), it favours opening media outlets up to publishing content produced 

by volunteers and journalism students due to the small staff they have 

at their disposal (Pantic, 2022), and implies different levels of integration 

in editorial processes (Jenkins and Jerónimo, 2021) as well as a particu-

lar relationship with information sources (Mathisen, 2023). According to 

the International Press Institute, local news outlets are the most disrupted 
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sector of the media and in need of urgent assistance, but they also have the 

greatest potential to form the bedrock for a new, stronger media ecosystem 

(IPI, 2021). 

News deserts, municipalities where there are no local media outlets or 

where there are no media outlets covering local news on a regular basis 

(Jerónimo, Ramos and Torre, 2022), present a peculiar situation. After 

Portugal, Croatia and Turkey started to study this reality (EFJ, 2023), the 

European Federation of Journalists is now leading a project funded by the 

European Commission to do a preliminary mapping of all EU countries’ 

news deserts.

In December 2020, these circumstances prompted a communication 

(COM/2020/784) from the EU Commission to the European Parliament, the 

European Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 

Committee of the Regions, about the transformation of the media landscape 

in recent years. The Commission emphasised the diversity of businesses 

and players in the media ecosystem and underlined the consolidation of 

trends such as the remarkable rise of online platforms, the role of social net-

works in attracting younger audiences, the economic crisis, and the impact 

of the pandemic on the media industry, the sum of which has endangered 

the maintenance of a strong media environment to help ensure that citizens 

have access to plural information and contribute to a sound democratic sys-

tem (European Commission, 2020).

Researchers (García de Torres and Hermida, 2017; Alfter and Càndea, 

2019) and institutions (Reuters Institute, 2022) have brought attention to 

the need to foster collaborative journalism, including in areas like investi-

gative journalism (Carson and Farhall, 2018; Coelho and Rodrigues, 2020), 

which could boost levels of trust in the media industry (Chan-Olmsted and 

Kim, 2023) and have the dual purpose of strengthening not only national 

and transnational information structures (Picard, 2014) but also local ones 

(Jenkins and Graves, 2019; Wenzel and Crittenden, 2023), and promoting 

the dissemination of accurate and quality information that consolidates the 

values upheld by democracy (Costera, 2013).
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This kind of journalistic collaboration can be defined as a process of co-

operation established between different organisations dedicated to the 

production of news content, with the strategic objective of overcoming the 

current shortcomings in the media in areas such as finance, content quality 

or recovery of social credibility (Parra, 2017). Therefore, it does not refer 

to the collaboration that takes place between journalists within the same 

media outlet; it involves different media companies that may belong to the 

same country or different nations working together to produce investigative 

journalism (Müller and Wiik, 2023).

Until the beginning of the 21st century, investigative journalism projects 

relied on print journalism and were led by large journalistic companies, 

the only ones with the financial ability to take on the enormous economic 

costs of this type of work (Bradshaw, 2008). However, this approach was 

challenged by a combination of factors including deep changes in the infor-

mation industry resulting from digital transformation, the emergence of a 

new generation of prosumers, the sprawl of social media and a systemic 

global economic crisis (Leigh, 2012). This context allowed for the emergence 

and consolidation of collaborative investigative journalism projects based 

on an external approach to reality, the increase of information sources 

and the need to strengthen the mechanisms for verifying them, and the 

growing simultaneity between the occurrence of facts and publishing the 

story (Parasie, 2015). There are three possible levels of collaboration: con-

tent sharing, tactical collaborative production and strategic collective action 

(Shirky, 2008).

The international dissemination of the Panama Papers investigation that 

started in April 2016 shows the possibility of this new approach and, in 

the case at hand, the opportunities that collaborative investigative journal-

ism presents for the local press (Heft, 2019; Jerónimo, Correia and Gradim, 

2022), going beyond the classic 5Ws, although including them when 

necessary, and incorporating aspects such as the past where the story be-

gan, the present where that story is revealed and the future that is foreseen 

as a consequence of the investigation.
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Method

Our research explores how to recover the trust of audiences in local media 

inside the European Union through journalistic collaboration. To achieve 

this purpose, it analyses the support that different public institutions and 

private entities are providing to projects that entail cooperation between 

journalistic companies and media professionals who work in the local press.

Having established the theoretical framework, we analyse the two main 

initiatives specifically designed to promote collaborative journalism within 

the European Union, which include not only media outlets in the countries 

that belong to the institution but also, on certain occasions, media outlets 

in other European countries: Journalism Partnerships and Investigative 

Journalism for Europe. Both initiatives aim to help the wider European 

news media sector become more sustainable and resilient, thus contribut-

ing to trustworthy reporting on current affairs, an informed and inclusive 

democratic debate, and skills development and employment for news media 

professionals and journalists.

There are two reasons to consider these two projects as the most im-

portant in the field of European collaborative journalism: on the one 

hand, the financial volume of funding, which amounts to 7,600,000 and 

3,750,000 euros in the respective cases of Journalism Partnerships and 

Investigative Journalism for Europe; and on the other, the number of jour-

nalistic companies, media professionals and European countries involved 

in these initiatives.

Journalism Partnerships is the public action section of Creative Europe 

(CREA), conceived in 2014 with the goal of boosting the cultural and creative 

sectors, providing support to artists, professionals and cultural and audio-

visual organisations, performing arts, fine arts, publishing, film, television, 

music, interdisciplinary arts, literature and the video games industry. The 

second phase of this project, running from 2021 to 2027, calls for specific 

programmes for the funding of initiatives that establish partnerships and 

cooperation between media outlets in Europe.
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Currently, Journalism Partnerships consists of seven subprogrammes: 

European Excellence Exchange in Journalism; European Local Cross-

Border Investigative Journalism; Media Innovation Europe: Energizing 

the European Media Ecosystem; European Focus; The Circle: a 

European Network of European Hubs; Stars4Media; and Pix.T for News 

& Photojournalism.

The other project under analysis, Investigative Journalism for Europe (IJ4E), 

is a private initiative that supports cross-border watchdog journalism in the 

European Union and EU candidate countries by providing grants and oth-

er kinds of assistance to teams of journalists or news outlets investigating 

topics of public interest. It offers two types of grants: bespoke support for 

freelancers and for any kind of cross-border collaboration.

IJ4E is managed by a consortium led by the International Press Institute 

(IPI), a global network of editors, media executives and leading journalists 

for press freedom, in collaboration with the European Journalism Centre 

(EJC), which focuses on building resilience into journalism through grants, 

events, training and media development, and the European Centre for 

Press and Media Freedom (ECPMF), which promotes media freedom by 

monitoring violations, providing practical support and engaging diverse 

stakeholders across Europe. It is supported by the European Commission 

as a Preparatory Action as well as by co-funding from the Open Society 

Foundation, Fritt Ord Foundation, Fondation Nicolas Puech and the City 

of Leipzig. The scrupulous independence of the initiative is guaranteed 

through the implementation of a set of failsafes preventing donor influence 

over project selection or editorial approaches.

This promotion of journalistic and media cooperation from an institution-

al perspective is not only novel, it transcends mere informative action and 

addresses the strengthening of the democratic system, by supporting the 

generation of deep changes in working processes and in systemic structures 

that have to take place in the medium and long term. It can be an answer 

for dealing with circumstances such as the trivialisation of news and its 
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anaesthetic effect on public opinion (Brottman, 2005), the exacerbation of 

the search for short-term profit (Holzer and Ondrus, 2011), disintermedi-

ation directly linked to audience fragmentation (Lee-Wright, Philips and 

Witschge, 2013) and the disinformation spreading that is now part of the 

tactics included in the so-called hybrid wars (Gaber and Fisher, 2022) and 

particularly affects local media (Jerónimo and Sánchez-Esparza, 2022; 

Rivas-de-Roca, Morais and Jerónimo, 2022; Torre and Jerónimo, 2023).

A total of eight actions were identified which are aimed at restoring trust in 

the local media by promoting journalistic collaboration: six of these corre-

spond to Journalism Partnerships and two to Investigative Journalism for 

Europe. In the first group, there are four actions included in Stars4Media 

News (“Heare”, “Small independent local/regional newsroom cooperat-

ing cross border”, “Solution Capitales” and “Sur”) and two that refer to 

European Local Cross-Border Investigative Journalism (“The Invisible 

Man” and “War through the eyes of children”). The last two, contained in 

Investigative Journalism for Europe, are “Forests for Fear” and “Corruption 

inf the Danube Delta.”

In order to examinate these eight actions we have created a quantitative fact 

sheet entitled Local journalistic collaboration general data, and we structured 

it into six sections: cross-border investigative journalism programme (and 

its public or private nature), name of the local journalistic collaboration, 

starting year, countries involved, participating media outlets and subject 

matters addressed.

The eight identified actions were then studied individually with the help 

of an analysis sheet that referred to the different journalistic pieces each 

action generated, organised in four sections: publication media outlet, head-

line, language and publication date. Each table is followed by the discussion 

of what this kind of journalistic collaboration can do towards restoring trust 

in local media.
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Results and discussion

General data

Table number 1. Local journalistic collaboration general data
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There is a mix of media outlets across 18 countries, media belonging to clas-

sic information enterprises (Adevărul, BX1, Epoch Times Romania, Europa 

FM Romania, G4 Media, NRC Handelsblad, Süddeutsche Zeitung, Vocento 

Group or Ziua de Constanta), digital native media companies (Balkan Insight, 

Cafébabel, Constanta TV, Delfi Lithuania, Hot News, Info Sud-Est, Magazine 

JADU, Misflits, Radio Atinati or Romania Insider), content producers (Bear 

Radio, Novasaga), non-governmental organisations and cross-border net-

works of journalists (Are We Europe, Belarusian Investigative Center or 

Novinářský klub Jindřicha Oppera) and technology developers (Cruncho, 

Tiriamosios žurnalistikos centras “Siena”) among those involved in the 

funded initiatives.

The various cross-border collaborations that have been established involve 

not only local media outlets but also national media companies, which 

are used by the former as a strategic loudspeaker to increase the levels 

of dissemination of the issues raised and grow their credibility with local 

public opinion.

There is a notable heterogeneity in the topics covered in the field of in-

vestigative journalism, although environment, health, migration, money 

laundering, political corruption and refugees are more frequent themes. 

This variety is also present in the genres and formats, which range from 

in-depth multimedia reporting to podcasts.

A significant amount of the funded projects has to do not with specific 

narrative proposals but with the definition of business models that guar-

antee the strengthening of trust in the local press in the medium term. 

In this regard one may highlight the cases of “Small independent local/

regional newsroom cooperating cross border” and “Sur”, both generated 

by Stars4Media, an innovation exchange programme co-funded by the 

European Commission aiming at facilitating cooperation between media 

professionals to accelerate media innovation and cross-border cooperation 

and supported by partners like the Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Europe’s Media 

Lab, the European Federation of Journalists and the World Association of 

Newspapers and News Publishers.
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The Invisible Man

Table number 2. Information about to The Invisible Man, generated by the European 

Local Cross-Border Investigative Journalism programme

In this investigative report it comes to light that businessmen Yury Chyzh 

and Vitold Tomaševskij received funding, benefits and exclusive opportu-

nities from the Belarusian government. Chyzh and Tomaševskij gained 

Lukashenko’s trust and received preferential access to the oil industry and 

the state awarded companies of Yury Chyzh with lucrative exclusive deals. 

The project uncovered a network of companies covertly connected to the 

Belarusian regime that generated several billion dollars in sales in 2011 and 

2012, when the Lukashenko regime was allegedly evading fees.

The initiative is led by Belarusian and Lithuanian organizations Belorusian 

Investigative Center (BIC) and Siena, and carried out by media journalists 

Stanislau Ivashkevich, a Belarusian investigative journalist at Belsat TV, 

chairman of the only investigative centre in his country, ESnaUra! z.s, and 

Šarūnas Černiauskas, who leads Siena, the first Lithuanian non-profit or-

ganization dedicated entirely to investigative reporting. The Invisible Man 

report has been supported by Journalismfund.eu for a total amount of 

8,000 euros. Besides publishing well substantiated online and audiovis-

ual reporting featuring financial documents in Belarusian Investigative 

Center BIC, Siena, Alfa TV, LRT, Hot News and OCCRP, journalist Šarūnas 
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Černiauskas was interviewed by TVP World. The results were published in 

English and Lithuanian.

The journalistic investigation is based in exhaustive economic research, 

using public records, reports, anonymous sources and data leaked by the 

Belarusian cyber partisans, a group of anonymous dissidents. The journal-

ists explain how the empire was forged over the years: the companies, the 

profitable economic benefits estimated in billions of euros and the substan-

tial investments in real estate outside Belarus. While Tomaševskij bought 

villas and apartments in Europe, the investigation also reveals how, despite 

being convicted of tax evasion twice, Chyzh uses his family members, who 

are listed as owners of the assets, as a cover for his business dealings.

War through the Eyes of Children

Table number 3. Information about War through the Eyes of Children, generated 

by European Local Cross-Border Investigative Journalism programme

The reports published in the scope of this project focus on the children of 

war. In the published pieces, we hear the voices of exiled children recount-

ing their war experiences, a denouncement of the psychological damage of 

war and the displacement it causes, the disruption in the lives of children, 

the indelible traces in their memories as a result of post-traumatic stress, 

the loss of home and roots.

This collaborative project was funded by Journalismfund Europe, an inde-

pendent Brussels-based non-profit organization founded in 1998, aiming to 

facilitate investigative cross-border independent journalism and strengthen 

democracy in Europe. The initiative was led by media outlets from Georgia 
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(Radio Atinati) and Ukraine (Magazine JADU) and received a subsidy of 

2,460 euros allocated on 28/07/2022. Two journalists were involved in this 

project: Salome Partsvania, who has been working for radio “Atinati” for 9 

years, and Romaniia Gorbach, a Ukrainian journalist and media coach who 

has worked on the radio and in print/online media. 

In the “War through the eyes of the Children” investigative story, four adults 

recall their experiences of fleeing as refugees during the war in Abkhazia, 

30 years later. It is a sentimental and also a physical journey in which, 

through photographs and videos, the now adults share their memories, 

their fear of war and their years of exile. The story “Internally Displaced 

Persons In The Carpathians,” published in Magazine JADU and Perspective 

Daily, gives voice to the internal refugees from the Ukrainian war who 

have arrived in the Lviv region. The report shows, through the stories of 

four families, the human face of displacement, of those who welcome and 

those who flee seeking refuge. The stories are told in German, Georgian and 

Ukrainian through digital multimedia storytelling combining text, audio, 

video and pictures.

Heare

Content curation in a virtual community where participants can discover 

new podcasts according to their location and topics of interest. It was this 

proposal that brought together the German podcast producer Bear Radio, 

the Are We Europe foundation from the Netherlands and Novasaga from 

Belgium to develop Heare.

Heare is a virtual community where podcasts are mapped according to 

their location and themes. The project is in beta and started with 75 people 

participating as beta testers.

Heare’s website states the date when the application will be open to every-

one. Until now there are no pieces of information analysis in this article, but 

there is a link with a form for those interested in becoming testers.
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Small independent local/regional newsroom cooperating cross border

Table number 4. Information about Small independent local/regional newsroom 

cooperating cross border generated by the Stars4Media programme

Thanks to a membership-based sustainable financing model, misflits.eu 

aims to regain reader trust and build a bridge between European journal-

ists, telling in-depth local stories so we can all learn from each other. And 

if you want to join the mission, Novinářský Klub Jindřicha Oppera and 

Misflits have put together a handbook with a step-by-step explanation on 

how to turn your passion for writing into a source of revenue.

Solution Capitales

Table number 5. Information about to Solution Capitales generated by the 

Stars4Media programme

Discussing social issues on the European agenda, such as refugees, urban 

farming, social inclusion and other issues, based on solutions journalism 
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(SoJo), which focuses on initiatives to solve problems and not on the prob-

lems themselves. This was the objective of the Solutions Capitales project, a 

partnership between television station BX1 from Belgium and the multilin-

gual news portal Cafébabel from France.

The partnership, financed by the Stars4Media programme, resulted in a se-

ries with six episodes that aired between September 2021 and March 2022. 

The programme was presented by journalists Maria Bemba and Safouane 

Abdessalem, both from Cafébabel, in partnership with the production team 

from BX1. It was broadcast on the Belgian TV channel and on the broad-

caster’s website. In May 2022, Solution Capitales was awarded the Trust, 

Journalism and Participation award by Stars4Media. There haven’t been 

any new episodes since then. 

Although the program proposes a discussion about local issues in France 

and Belgium, with a look at what also happens in other European countries, 

and the Cafébabel portal intends to be a multilingual communication outlet, 

the six episodes of Solution Capitales were produced only in French, with 

no option for subtitles in other languages.

Sur

Diario Sur is one of the main Spanish local media outlets, headquartered in 

Málaga. This initiative, funded by Stars4Media, is an artificial intelligence 

(AI) powered city guide to the South of Spain, which combines a live search 

widget and events services collected from trustworthy sources. Through 

advertisements, affiliate revenue and sponsorships, Cruncho’s expertise 

has helped Vocento create several new sources of revenue: displaying ad-

vertising, Ticketmaster event fees and, in the future, events published by 

Sur users.

The AI city guide offers information on leisure plans, restaurants and 

hotels collected from realiable resources (Booking.com, etc) in three lan-

guages (English, Spanish, and German); meanwhile the live search widget 

allows users to know what is happening around them and the event  
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platform lets them upload their own events, which enriches the platform 

with hyperlocal entertainment content.

Corruption in the Danube Delta

Table number 6. Information about Corruption in the Danube Delta generated by 

Investigative Journalism for Europe programme
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This collaborative project analyses the plunder of 1,000 million euros from 

European Union development funds that was carried out in the Danube 

Delta, a UNESCO World Heritage Site. It involves entities in Belgium, 

Germany, Netherlands, Romania and the United Kingdom. Over four 

months, the cross-border team examined the documentation from over 

1,000 tenders, and looked at the wealth declarations of local and national 

politicians. As a result of the investigation, it was determined that instead 

of alleviating poverty in this economically depressed region and preserving 

the unique ecology of Europe’s largest wetland, the funds fell under the con-

trol of a network of Romanian politicians, bureaucrats and businessmen.

The initiative is led by media outlets from Germany (Süddeutsche Zeitung), 

Netherlands (NRC Handelsblad) and Romania (Adevarul, Constante TV, 

Epoch Times Romania, Europa FM Romania, G4 Media, Hot News, Info 

Sud-Est, Romania Insider and Ziua de Constanta) and has been funded 

through the Investigation Support Scheme for a total amount of 46,410 

euros. The resulting stories, mainly in-depth multimedia reports that com-

bined text, photographs, infographics, podcasts and videos, were published 

in Romanian, German, Dutch and English.

Due to Corruption in the Danube Delta, the European Union suspended its 

payments in June 2021 and asked Romanian authorities to investigate the 

situation. Meanwhile, the European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) officially 

opened an investigation and the team of journalists was invited to present 

its findings in a special hearing at the European Parliament.
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Forests of Fear

Table number 7. Information about Forests of Fear generated by Investigative 

Journalism for Europe programme
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This journalistic collaborative project focuses on the border crisis between 

Belarus and the European Union, which began long before Russia’s invasion 

of Ukraine. It includes Belarus, the Czech Republic, Greece, Italy, Lithuania, 

Poland and Serbia. The investigation reveals that thousands of migrants 

from Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Yemen and elsewhere are attempting 

to cross into the EU from Belarus, which is considered an act of hybrid war-

fare by countries like Poland and Lithuania, and documents the hardships 

experienced by asylum seekers: violence, freezing temperatures, or inhu-

mane conditions in camps where people who entered Lithuania or Poland 

are imprisoned…

The initiative is led by Balkan Insight and Delfi Lithuania. Balkan Insight 

is part of the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network (BIRN), a network 

of non-governmental organizations founded in 2004 focusing on news and 

investigative reporting from Southeastern Europe, Delfi Lithuania is one of 

the three branches of Delfi, a company founded in 1999 that operates in the 

Baltic Republics and is now owned by the Estonian media and publishing 

holding Ekspress Grupp.

This project’s approach is in-depth multimedia reports, published in English 

and Lithuanian, combining text, photographs, infographics, podcasts and 

videos. It also features an interactive site with all kinds of findings includ-

ing the number of pushbacks the migrants faced, their countries of origin 

and harrowing accounts of violence, injuries and death. Forests of Fear has 

been funded through the Investigation Support Scheme for a total amount 

of 45,200 euros.

Conclusions

The processes of social disintermediation of the information industry and 

disinformation of public opinion are so far-reaching that they affect not 

only the credibility of the communication ecosystem, but they also under-

mine the very principles of democracy. In the face of such circumstances, 

an increasing number of local cross-border media initiatives, fostered by 
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institutional authorities and private corporations in order to tackle these 

challenges, can be highlighted.

Our research suggests that it is easier and more effective to develop coop-

eration projects between local media outlets when investigating topics that 

Public Administrations are more concerned with and that audiences show 

particular interest in (for example, work about the environment, health, 

migration, money laundering, political corruption or refugees); likewise, 

collaboration processes are simplified when they take place between local 

media outlets that operate in countries with common cultures (for instance, 

Baltic States, Benelux area, Nordic or Mediterranean nations).

A significant portion of the funded projects have to do not with specific nar-

rative proposals but with business models that could strengthen trust in 

the local press in the medium term. In terms of practical implications for 

business, collaboration between local media makes it possible to strength-

en links with regular audiences by improving the quality levels of content 

production as well as accessing other population groups that for financial 

reasons are difficult to reach; it also facilitates the incorporation of freelance 

journalists into the production structure of these media outlets, providing 

them with corporate support for their daily activities.

The various cross-border collaborations that have been established involve 

not only local media but also national media outlets, which are used by the 

former as a strategic loudspeaker to increase dissemination of the issues 

and grow their credibility with local public opinion. In terms of practical 

policy implications, this article lays the groundwork for establishing a 

European map that distinguishes areas for encouraging journalistic col-

laboration between local media, and also certain grey areas where public 

authorities should adopt measures to encourage collaborative journalism in 

order to promote a culture of trust in the information industry. A total of 18 

countries have been identified as being involved in such initiatives aimed at 

boosting levels of trust in the local press.
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LUPA NH PROJECT: EXPERIMENTAL STRATEGY  
TO COMBAT THE SCARCITY OF LOCAL COVERAGE 
IN BRAZIL

Walter Teixeira Lima Junior, Alan Milhomem da Silva,  

Jéssica de Souza Carneiro & Tiago Eduardo

The project “Hyperlocal Journalism via Lupa NH Mobile 

application” was approved by the National Council for 

Scientific and Technological Development (CNPq) and 

financed through public notice CNPq/MCTI/FNDCT 

Nº 18/2021. The three public institutions involved in 

this project are: the Federal University of São Paulo 

(Unifesp), the Federal University of Amapá (Unifap), and 

the Federal University of Pará (UFPA). It is a scientific 

experiment which, through connected digital technolo-

gies, aims to develop and train individuals to use a cell 

phone application that would empower communities 

rendered invisible by traditional media, making them 

the protagonists of their own stories, fights, and victo-

ries through hyperlocal communication.

The application for mobile phones was dubbed “Lupa 

NH”. Its first version was developed in 2018, during 

a hackathon (computer programming contest) at the 

Federal University of Amapá, an event promoted by the 

Technology, Communication, and Cognitive Science re-

search group. The hackathon’s main goal was to develop a 

technological mobile solution. The selected programming 
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configuration included JavaScript1, CSS2 and HTML3 (languages), com-

bined with the source code editor Visual Studio Code4 from Microsoft, and 

MongoDB5 database. This technological combination was chosen by the pro-

grammers because of its ease of incorporation and implementation. These 

languages and tools are commonly used on web pages, but it is also very 

common to adapt them for mobile phone screens, allowing programmers to 

avoid dealing with more advanced technical issues.

This first pilot application was tested in the Novo Horizonte neighbourhood, 

one of Macapá’s most populous neighbourhoods. The Raimunda dos Passos 

Santos public school, a project partner, is also located in this area. Students 

from the public school participated by inserting data about the neighbour-

hood’s two blocks’ infrastructure into the app. After the first target was met 

during the pilot test, the application was upgraded. The new 2.0 version of 

the mobile application was improved upon, and the upgrade was complet-

ed in 2022, with the goal of producing a system-complete version that was 

stable, safe, and scalable. With these changes, a large number of users can 

use the application without worrying about performance, security, or the 

integrity of data collected via the platform.

The development team also focused on creating an application that could 

be implemented in regions other than the Novo Horizonte neighbourhood, 

allowing the project to spread to other areas within Brazil. Using widely  

 

 

 

 

1.   JavaScript is the world’s most popular programming language, also known as JS. Retrieved from 
https://www.w3schools.com/javascript 
2.   CSS is the language used to style an HTML document. Retrieved from https://www.w3schools.
com/css 
3.   HTML is the standard markup language for Web pages. Retrieved from https://www.w3schools.
com/html 
4.   Visual Studio Code is a lightweight but powerful source code editor. Retrieved from https://code.
visualstudio.com/docs 
5.   MongoDB is a source-available cross-platform document-oriented database program. Retrieved 
from https://www.mongodb.com/atlas/database 

https://www.w3schools.com/javascript
https://www.w3schools.com/css
https://www.w3schools.com/css
https://www.w3schools.com/html
https://www.w3schools.com/html
https://code.visualstudio.com/docs
https://code.visualstudio.com/docs
https://www.mongodb.com/atlas/database
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available market technologies, such as a programming language known 

as backend React Native6, relational database MySQL7, APIs8 for commu-

nicating and transferring of data and technical files like OPEN API9, which 

all can be worked on without requiring a lengthy familiarization process, 

the 2.0 version of the application can now be supported and/or adapted by 

any technical team. This is critical for its technological advancement and 

future projects.

In terms of functionality, there is no discernible difference between the final 

application and the two previously developed versions. Both have an initial 

login screen that only requires the use of an email address. Following the 

login, six options for registering occurrences are displayed: Public Lighting, 

Potable Water, Urban Cleaning, Sewage Treatment, Sidewalks and Asphalt, 

and Garbage Collection. Registering an occurrence requires the application 

to be connected to the device’s GPS information, because the app uses ge-

olocation to determine the exact place where the occurrences happen. On 

the main screen, it is also possible to access a general map that displays all 

the items that have been registered in the region. These resources make use 

of a Google Maps API that is available for free in the Android and iOS app 

stores, as shown below in Figure 1.

6.   React Native is a programming language created by Meta and focused on mobile development. 
Retrieved from https://reactnative.dev/docs/getting-started 
7.   MySQL is the world’s most popular open source database. Retrieved from https://www.oracle.com/
mysql/what-is-mysql 
8.   APIs are mechanisms that enable two software components to communicate with each other using 
a set of definitions and protocols. Retrieved from https://aws.amazon.com/pt/what-is/api 
9.   OpenAPI specification allows for the description of a remote API accessible through HTTP or HTTP-
-like protocols. Retrieved from https://oai.github.io/Documentation/introduction.html 

https://reactnative.dev/docs/getting-started
https://www.oracle.com/mysql/what-is-mysql
https://www.oracle.com/mysql/what-is-mysql
https://aws.amazon.com/pt/what-is/api
https://oai.github.io/Documentation/introduction.html
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Figure1: Opening screen of Lupa NH mobile application

The project’s mission is to encourage citizen participation in the commu-

nity of the Novo Horizonte neighbourhood, located in the city of Macapá, 

in Brazil, via mobile connected digital technologies (an application) and, 

through this technological tool, to enable the creation of the interconnected 
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sphere formed by “collective cohesion” (Durkheim, 1893, as cited in Thorpe 

et. al., 2016, p. 36) and a community process of deliberation. 

Thus, in this article, we aim to outline and identify the development of a 

strategy to combat disinformation through the creation of resources and 

action in the LUPA NH application, which can account for a wider media 

coverage that is consistent with the specificities of the delimited territory.

Media mapping of Amapá and the concept of News Desert

According to Revista Arco (2022), the following criteria are used by Atlas da 

Notícia to determine whether municipalities are news deserts: the munici-

pality lacks a journalistic outlet, its media outlets only repost content from 

other sources, or they function as communication channels for organiza-

tions that are not regarded as news organizations, like unions, churches, 

or city hall. Cities that have one or two media outlets are just outside of the 

definition of news desert.

Botelho (2022) notes that the Atlas da Notícia census identifies gaps in local 

journalistic coverage in the northern region of Brazil, where the state of 

Amapá is located, despite the fact that there are currently more than 1,000 

communication outlets in this region and a decline in the number of territo-

ries that are considered news deserts. According to data for the year 2021, 

there are 30 cities that remain news deserts in this region. However, the 

study’s conclusions are:

 · The North region continues to lead the ranking of most news deserts

 · Rondônia is the state with the highest number of new media outlets

 · Online media continues to grow in the region

 · Professionalization of community media can be a path forward

The census also reveals that only two states in the region had no cities 

that had been news deserts in previous evaluations but had since gained 

news outlets and were no longer news deserts: Roraima and Amapá. In 

other words, the study could not identify any new media outlets for news  
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deserts in these regions, and they had continued to receive no local media 

coverage in 2021 (Botelho, 2022).

Statistics on communication outlets show that Amapá State is in penulti-

mate place, with a total of 52 media outlets, including radio, TV, web and 

print platforms. Last of all, Roraima appears with 36 media outlets and the 

least local media coverage.

From a regional perspective, the Brazilian North region has the fewest 

mapped media outlets. Atlas da Notícia includes 13,763 active vehicles reg-

istered in its database, of which only 1,108 are located in the Amazon. The 

list is led by the Southeast region, which has 4,645 outlets; followed by the 

South, with 3,482; the Northeast, with 2,589; and the Midwest, with 1,939 

vehicles. Therefore, in Brazil, in 2021, “the North region remains in first 

place when it comes to news deserts, with 63.1% of its territory without 

[any] journalistic coverage.” In other words, “of the total 450 northern cit-

ies, 284 do not have any local media covering current events and producing 

content of public interest” (Botelho, 2022).

In general, if it weren’t for the growth of so-called “online media”, only 30 

northern Brazilian municipalities would have registered any increase in the 

2021 census. According to the study, only five of these states previously had 

no registration, which would see their rating change from “news desert” to 

“almost news desert.” It is clear that in the case of the state of Amapá, de-

spite the existence of few (52) outlets, most of them are headquartered and 

active in the state capital, Macapá. But they are insufficient in accounting 

for the region’s demands in terms of giving visibility to social causes.

According to the Atlas, “despite the difficulties in accessing the internet in 

the region — which has low connection rates according to Cetic.Br10 — news 

portals and blogs are significant sources of information in the northern me-

dia ecosystem.” (Botelho, 2022). This media configuration enhances the 

appropriateness of the initiative proposed by the Lupa NH project.
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Community and Hyperlocal Journalism

The invention of digital technologies made it possible to come into contact 

with information from many regions of the world. However, it also offered 

insight into the value and possibilities found in small communities. These 

places, which were frequently ignored by traditional media, started to de-

velop their own systems to communicate their unique local quirks and 

idiosyncrasies. According to Bronosky & Carvalho (2014), this context is 

where hyperlocal journalism comes from — the need to adjust content cre-

ation to a specialized geographic audience.

The authors claim that the hyperlocal operates on both editorial and com-

mercial fronts. The first is concerned with the delivery of information 

created to meet the demands of the reader about what directly impacts their 

life, such as news about traffic, unpaved streets, water shortages, rubbish 

collection, and other issues. On the commercial front, the main concerns 

are delivering items with a clearly defined focus and forging a deep bond 

with the reader.

According to Varela (2007), hyperlocal journalism was a term created in 

the USA in 1991 to refer to TV coverage devoted to the local community. In 

Brazil, Zago (2009) points out that the first experiences of this practice were 

on the Bairros.com portal, created in 2008 and belonging to Globo.com. The 

site provided news about small communities in the metropolitan area of Rio 

de Janeiro. Bianchi & Moraes Júnior (2016) highlight that hyperlocalism is 

a way of bringing journalism closer to the community, with specific themes 

and focusing on a certain population. In this way, hyperlocal journalism 

can be characterized as a type of journalistic coverage that is aimed at a 

specific community with the collaboration of residents. This can include 

multimedia production with text, audiovisual materials, photographs, and 

other discursive modalities. Thus, this kind of journalism is understood as 

a collective activity promoted by people in a given social context (Rovida, 

2020). Based on this understanding, hyperlocal journalistic production is 

defined together with the community, which actively participates in this 



Lupa NH Project: experimental strategy to combat  
the scarcity of local coverage in Brazil90

process. What Peruzzo (2009; 2022) refers to as “community journalism” is 

likewise characterized by this process of community involvement.

According to the author, this communication model emerges from popular 

initiatives in the context of towns, neighbourhoods, or communities that 

fight for the establishment of social justice. This model is distinguished from 

the traditional one by its management, the participation of the population, 

and commitment to the public interest. Additionally, it is a kind of com-

munication with a horizontally active citizen audience and an educational, 

cultural, and mobilising theme. According to the author, these initiatives ad-

vance the pursuit of freedom of expression through their respective modes 

of communication (analogue or digital).

The Lupa NH project, which aims to create a mobile application in collab-

oration with a community to gather information about it and its needs, 

is guided by the ideas presented in this proposal. This proposed hyperlo-

cal journalism project supports the claims made by Rocha, Carvalho, & 

Miranda (2015), Rocha (2015), and Silva (2018), who argue that the goal of 

hyperlocal journalism is to benefit society and the area in which it operates, 

as well as allowing for the salvaging of community journalism techniques 

and their improvement using the latest technologies. This makes it possible 

to integrate the community through a participatory culture, it promotes cit-

izen relationships, and encourages the population to engage with the most 

diverse themes.

The performance of the Lupa NH project in hyperlocal journalism

The Lupa NH project entails the development of an interdisciplinary theoreti-

cal framework from outgoings, allowing for an environment of conversation 

and deliberation that will bring attention to the infrastructure problem that 

affects the community. As a result, it is intended to be an important tool for 

promoting digital citizenship (Di Felice, 2020) and combating news deserts.
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The urban limitations and difficulties that residents of the Novo Horizonte 

neighbourhood face include a lack of public security, the state of public 

streets, transit-related issues, the quality of the public education system, 

difficulties with water supply, and a lack of basic cleanliness. Neither the 

public authorities nor the local media have been able to satisfy their ex-

pectations or raise awareness about important concerns in the community. 

While, on the one hand, there is no data about the neighbourhood infrastruc-

ture in the City Hall of Macapá, on the other hand, state and local legislators 

act as “spokespersons” for the communities and negotiate community up-

grades in accordance with their own concerns. Without data, there is no 

basis for making efficient public policy decisions because the authorities do 

not know where to begin to address the needs of the population, leaving the 

community without answers and without knowing who to turn to.

In this scenario, the mobile application, in its 2.0 version, emerges as a tool 

which, through geolocation, can generate potential for hyperlocal com-

munication in the Novo Horizonte neighbourhood. This connected digital 

system datatifies (Van Dijck, 2017), making it possible, through data, to lo-

cate the community problems that must be faced and solved. Datatification 

is the ability to extract and/or platform (Poell, Nieborg & Van Dijck, 2020) 

information from data in the context of big data (Couldry & Hepp, 2016). The 

vast abundance of extremely rich information is alternated through the em-

ployment of digital technical objects. It’s important to keep in mind that, for 

the purpose of information extraction and visualization, the data must be 

analysed, interpreted, and transformed into media stories or news articles 

in a capable and connected way.

We believe that the Lupa NH 2.0 mobile application can be a connected 

digital technological tool in which geographic information can be identified 

and captured through the Internet or radio frequency, providing opportuni-

ties for hyperlocalized geolocation of the neighbourhood’s citizens’ needs. 

This possibility is only viable as a result of the wide diffusion of access to 

mobile broadband (Bronstein, Fontes Filho & Pimenta, 2017), concentrating 
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the production of data-based information for a specific geographic area 

(Magnoni & Miranda, 2018): in the case that interests us, a neighbourhood 

like Novo Horizonte.

According to Radcliffe (2012), hyperlocal journalism’s mission is to pro-

vide “an online news or content service pertaining to a small community, 

such as a town, village, or single postcode.” Its main attribute is to focus 

on a particular space, a specialised topic, or a niche subject whose focus 

is a small geographic area. It is at this point that “the insertion of mobile 

and ubiquitous technologies and, more specifically, locative media and their 

function and services in the daily lives of citizens” takes place (Magnoni and 

Miranda, 2018, p. 166), implying a focus on hyperlocal digital action for the 

amplification of public opinion and thus generating what is already being 

referred to as “digital citizenship” (Di Felice, 2020).

While previously the social discussions used to literally happen in public 

squares, nowadays the ways of communicating reinvent themselves with 

each update of a mobile application on a smartphone and, although physical-

ly distant, the virtual proximity between regions, people, and communities 

is a reality in a hyperconnected society (Benkler, 2006). This manifests 

thanks to the digital movements that we have witnessed in recent years, 

through the sharing of efforts for common causes on social networking plat-

forms, which may be deserving of general and/or global attention.

According to Di Felice (2020), within digital platforms made up of inter-

actions and data networks, individual action is transformed into a series 

of sociotechnical relationships. These connections are aimed at the collec-

tive and, therefore, can generate this media-connected public space, where 

citizens may or may not go viral depending on their “connective digital ar-

chitectures” (Di Felice, 2020, p. 14). 

As a result, the connection and interactivity of the internet have begun to 

define the forms and rights of citizen and communal engagement (Di Felice, 

2020, p. 15), “produced in dialogue with entities, data, and information 
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flow” (Di Felice, 2020, p. 20), generating a hybridization or convergence 

of public roles within the dynamics of the formation and dissemination of 

news and differentiated communication processes, one of which is hyper-

local journalism.

Technological artifacts to combat disinformation and news deserts

The Lupa NH project encompasses two technological solutions that comple-

ment each other and promote the necessary service of creating informative 

content for specific regions. In this case, the news desert in question is the 

Novo Horizonte neighbourhood. The first technological solution is a mo-

bile application for smartphones, available for Android devices through the 

Google Play platform, which allows for the registration of public infrastruc-

ture problems present in the daily lives of citizens.

The second solution is a web portal in which previously registered data is 

structured and made available for viewing transparently and free of charge. 

Both solutions were conceived from requirements discovered by the pro-

ject’s team through unstructured interviews, prototyping, and scenario 

analysis. As a result of these techniques, five requirements were identified:

1. The usage scenarios should consider that the project is being designed 

for underprivileged communities which have often deficient basic tech-

nological infrastructure. The implementation of ffline storage should be 

considered, for use without an available broadband connection or with 

low connectivity so that, once a good connection is established, synchro-

nism occurs while maintaining the integrity of the data;

2. Most of the users will need to log in through mobile devices with a cross-plat-

form application. According to StatCounter10, 85.6% of cell phones in  

 

10.   StatCounter is an independent web analytics specialist. Statcounter tracks millions of websites 
for companies, agencies, bloggers, self-employed, charities and anyone who wants to measure activi-
ty on their website, blog or forum. Retrieved from https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.
statcounter.statcounterapp&hl=en&gl=US&pli=1 

https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.statcounter.statcounterapp&hl=en&gl=US&pli=1
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.statcounter.statcounterapp&hl=en&gl=US&pli=1
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use in Brazil have Android, iOS with 14.13% and others with approximate-

ly 0.3%. Therefore, compatibility prioritization must put Android first, 

then iOS systems, with possible access through browser software.

3. The Lupa NH project must be optimized for memory usage and local pro-

cessing capacity, due to the existence of possible hardware restrictions 

on access devices, opting for server-side processing when possible.

4. The mobile application needs access to maps of the national territory, to 

the device’s geolocation sensors for transmitting geographic coordinates 

and to have Portuguese as the primary language.

5. The platform must have secure password authentication and the imple-

mentation of access levels. The administrative panel will be accessed 

through browser software for data manipulation, report generation and 

integration with government systems of public interest.

The second artifact, which is scheduled for implementation in 2023, is a 

website (a web portal) visualization and sharing of the data that is captured 

through the mobile application (Figure 2). Using the same technologies 

as the mobile application, the website will have two main channels. The 

first channel will have a region map of the Novo Horizonte neighbourhood, 

allowing users to view all the items that have been inserted. The second 

channel will focus on the database’s stored information and its sharing. 

Data will be displayed in table format on this screen with the same filters as 

on the first channel, but with the addition of an export option to Excel and 

PDF formats. In this way, the project promotes the use of information as a 

source by third parties. 
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Figure 2: data visualization and sharing captured by a mobile application 
Source: www.lupa.tecccog.net

It is important to emphasise that all the information presented on the web 

portal is anonymised. As a result, the viewer cannot identify the author of 

any occurrence. The items will be shown as points of interest on a map, 

where each occurrence category will be represented by a specific colour. It 

will also include category and date filters. For example, a list of all instances 

of public illumination from the previous seven days will be available. This 

level of detail and structure aims to encourage natural user interaction with 

technology by making it easier to grasp.
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Because the data can be accessed in real time, the website will also allow 

for more technical integration. This is possible through a public Application 

Programming Interface (API). To access this resource, the user must send 

an email to the project requesting an access login. With this information, 

together with a step-by-step description on the website, the data can be 

accessed online. These resources are expected to further facilitate trans-

parency and promote future projects and partnerships. 

Lastly, it’s important to emphasise that the source code of both arti-

facts is available publicly on the GitHub11 platform, where it’s possible to 

download it and have access to developed source, database structure, 

and documentation.

Conclusion

In this article, we argue that the creation of a mobile application for the 

Lupa NH experimental project can create a communication and delibera-

tion environment that will design a Hyperlocal Social Intelligence (Lima 

Junior, 2018). We consider that this project can be a new service for stor-

ing the infrastructure information of the neighbourhood, initially for the 

students of Raimunda dos Passos Santos School and, later, for the entire 

neighbourhood community.

Using this as an example, other communities that want to alter how lo-

cal news is covered might integrate educational geolocated data into the 

ecosystem and disseminate it via social media. Thus, this initiative simulta-

neously addresses two of the main problems of the communication field as 

a scientific area, according to our focus: misinformation and news deserts.

The Lupa NH mobile application is available for free at the stores. As a result, 

Raimunda dos Passos Santos students can conduct hyperlocal journalism 

11.   GitHub is an internet hosting service for software development and version control. It provides the 
distributed version control of Git plus access control, bug tracking, software feature requests, task 
management, continuous integration, and wikis for every project. Retrieved from https://github.com 

https://github.com
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while being guided by the project’s academics and teachers. They will be 

prepared for this through workshops.

The use of the app may also result in increased local social and civic engage-

ment (Magnoni & Miranda, 2018, p. 166), as data that is created or added to 

the platform is publicly accessible, including by the media. Thus, the hyper-

local also serves to provide news coverage at the regional level, connecting 

news professionals to geolocation data, crossing sources such as official 

sources and citizen sources (Lemos & Pereira, 2011, p. 12), as well as “with 

the support of content aggregators and recommendation systems” (Lima 

Junior, 2009, p. 139). 

The idea is that peripheral realities and other geographic places, which are 

far from official and traditional media, may have a chance to gain some 

visibility. Therefore, we conclude that, in the digital environment, the ex-

ercise of citizenship is also “between the lines” of bytes. We believe in the 

design of digital networks capable of technology intermediated initiatives 

that seek to highlight collective causes. In addition, these networks can help 

in obtaining information that improves the quality of life of the community, 

the common good, and the restructuring of media coverage in the public 

space of contemporary society. In our opinion, this requires educational ac-

tions that involve everything from basic education to university journalism 

courses, which is the focus of the Lupa NH project.
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The outbreak of Covid-19 in early 2020 was a major 

emergent public health event in China after SARS. 

During the three-year fight against the pandemic, the 

media, as the mouthpiece of the Communist Party of 

China and the public, took on the responsibility of in-

formation transmission and public opinion guidance 

during the crisis, when the people’s “information hun-

ger” and “media dependence” were increasing. Public 

health coverage became a hit, and the municipal health 

system, previously forgotten by the media, took the 

spotlight overnight (Philip et al., 2020). On December 

7, 2022, the “ Ten New Rules for Optimizing Pandemic 

Prevention and Control” were published. The public re-

mained very attentive to the impacts of the pandemic 

policy adjustment, and many discussions with “positive 

symptoms” at their core have become a hotspot for re-

ports on the pandemic. Local newsrooms have gained 

the advantageous position that central newsrooms 

cannot reach: the latter have focused more on the po-

litical significance behind incidents than on their social 

impact(Bennett, 2003; Boczkowski, 2013; Boydstun, 

2013; Thompson, 2014). Local newsrooms have thus 

become key channels for responding to the public’s 

information needs. 
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Since the cluster outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in Hubei province 

in January 2020 (Li et al., 2020), news coverage related to the pandemic 

has been widely consumed by people in mainland China. Saksena (2018) 

proposed that “effective implementation of government interventions to 

prevent and control an ongoing pandemic relies on the support from, com-

pliance by, and trust in the policies among the general public.” (p.118) This 

is especially important to the Communist Party of China (CPC), in order to 

effectively govern a country with more than 1.4 billion citizens. In order to 

exhaustively control the spread of the pandemic, the Central Committee 

of CPC and local governments implemented strict interventions such as 

contact tracing of virus carriers, lockdowns, and mandatory mask wearing 

(Chen et al., 2020; Zhu et al., 2020). The media are the primary means for 

health intervention (Flora et al., 1979); therefore, media coverage of an on-

going pandemic can play a crucial role in mitigating the spread of Covid-19 

(Islam et al., 2020). It is not surprising that, since 2020, Chinese official 

media have devoted much attention to Covid-19; thus, the public can be co-

ordinated with the policies published by their local and central government 

to achieve a unified goal. On December 8, 2022, the decisive time that the 

central government scrapped the requirements for negative Covid tests on 

public transport, some residential compounds began allowing infected res-

idents with special needs to quarantine at home (Gan, 2022). Abolishing 

the original policies means that most of the Chinese population will soon 

be infected with the coronavirus. The rapid emergence of an infectious dis-

ease might lead to confusion and panic if no information is available in time 

(Dickens et al., 2020). The tweets published by official local media accounts 

and central media accounts related to the pandemic continued to come at a 

high frequency because it is difficult to ensure that citizens can fully adapt 

to coexistence with the virus after the strict control policies were abolished, 

given that the government had protected Chinese citizens well in the past 

three years.

After nationwide protests, some local authorities in China begun to ease re-

strictions on Covid-19. More than 20 cities, including the major metropolises 
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such as Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, Wuhan, and Chengdu, scrapped their 

requirements for negative Covid tests on public transportation (Nectar, 

2022). Among them, Chengdu has been an important city in China’s pan-

demic prevention and control strategy, and local news reports in Chengdu 

have attracted intensive attention.

Brady (2006) proposes that Chinese media has developed under a “central-

ized media control” system for over half a century, ever since the Central 

Propaganda Department became the headquarters of the Chinese national 

propaganda system. In mainland China, both local media and central media 

are managed by CPC, so even official local media have the obligation to rep-

resent the viewpoint of the central government. However, since local media 

is still directly under local governments’ supervision, local power actively 

controls the media rather than the central authority, and the intrusion of 

local power stratifies Chinese media control. Chinese propaganda control is 

no longer the homogeneous, unconditionally top-down sort that dominated 

the media in the past (Tong, 2010). 

News is not history, and its facts are not historical facts (Robert, 1940). The 

media should follow a specific framework in news production for current 

events. The framework for news production and even social order is par-

ticular (Tuchman, 1978). The new media logic deconstructs the individual’s 

identity, and the coexistence of the place shapes a new sense of locality 

and promotes local reproduction. In China, the logic of news production 

and the ideological tendency of local newsrooms is deeply influenced by 

central news outlets. Although the disseminated content and the outlets’ 

power are generally consistent with pandemic reporting, many differences 

can be found. Regional pandemic data, dynamic changes in local preven-

tion and control policies, and more subtle social livelihood events are the 

focus of local audiences’ information demand; compared with the grand co-

hesive narrative disseminated by the central newsrooms, local newsrooms’ 

focuses are more scattered. Many local newsrooms’ accounts or clients also 

quickly acquired considerable user growth and traffic distribution.
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This article focuses on the differences between central and local news-

rooms in the themes of their news production, namely in how they fill the 

so-called crisis coverage gap ever since China adjusted its original pandem-

ic mitigation policies . The authors discuss the correlation between these 

two types of media content and their communication power to reveal the 

characteristics of the themes in Chinese local newsrooms’ news production 

selection process and the phenomena behind production logics. This arti-

cle first reviews the ideology of Chinese newsroom and media hierarchy, 

describes the differences between China’s central newsrooms and local 

newsrooms, and then promotes a theme clustering and content coding of 

the related report text on the topic, at the same time providing correspond-

ing suggestions for the local newsroom on how to maximize their potential 

in significant issues.

Literature Review

Ideological news are affected by the audience’s needs, which is called bi-

ased news (Gentzkow & Shapiro, 2010). Previous studies have shown that 

the news have a political ideology and preferences (van Dalen et al., 2012; 

Cassidy, 2006; Dotson et al., 2012). Hassell et al. (2021) have found dif-

ferences between newsrooms that affect news regulation and procedure. 

Moreover, Dunaway (2013) argued that financial incentives and limitations 

might be the leading cause of ideology in newsrooms. Based on previous 

studies, the media production model has shown that the content of news 

can also be decided by potential political interest (Baron, 2005; Besley & 

Prat, 2006). However, the potential political interest might differ between 

local newsrooms and central newsrooms, even if they report similar events 

(Masullo et al., 2022). Masullo at al. (2022) enlightens a gap in crisis coverage 

to explain the nuances between local and central newsrooms’ preferenc-

es, consisting of patrol and alarm systems. Bennett (2003) has focused on 

the alarm systems in the central newsroom, and he states that pandemic 

news coverage mainly includes public attention, masks, positive cases, and 

government shutdowns.
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Compared with the local newsroom, patrol systems prefer character stories 

to policy ones, which the public is keener on reading (Shoemaker, 2014). 

Nevertheless, Gramsci (1971) demonstrated the reasons for the differences 

in news reporting between local and central newsrooms. He suggests that 

the central newsroom attempts to reinforce its societal power and public 

trust, which are subject to the news topics and affect journalistic routines 

(Entman, 2007; Schudson, 1978; Shoemaker, 2014). Secondly, the central 

media focused more on the political significance behind the incident than 

on the social impact of the incident (Entman, 2007; Schudson, 1978). Hence, 

local newsrooms often become the voice of their readers (Hess, 2013), by 

reporting on “ordinary public affairs and people” (Hess, 2013). Thirdly, 

while central newsrooms would prefer to convey political, economic, or 

public news, local media often report some entertaining news which at-

tracts the public’s attention (Bennett, 2003; Boczkowski, 2013; Boydstun, 

2013; Thompson, 2014). Respectively, Neuman (1992) has proposed that the 

news frame is different between local and central newsrooms, with the 

central newsroom being more likely to publish about conflict and political 

subjects and the local newsroom focusing more on human values and pub-

lic affairs because of audience preferences. Moreover, Napoli (2016) gives 

a partial reason for this nuance, suggesting that newsrooms, particularly 

local newsrooms, consider the public’s needs and audience value more than 

central newsrooms.

In this article, we would like to explore whether the crisis coverage gap 

exists or not in the context of China. To our knowledge, we cannot find any 

previous research in the Chinese context about the crisis coverage gap in 

Covid-19 news releases, especially comparing of local and central news re-

leases over the first month of the easing of pandemic restrictions launched 

by the Chinese authorities. 

According to CNNIC (2017), mainstream news websites, Weibo, and WeChat 

are the three major online news sources in China. Specifically, WeChat in-

formation is often shared with trusted contacts (Deluca et al., 2016). With 

this backdrop, we chose WeChat as the source in our current study to find 
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whether the topics of the local newsroom and central newsroom are differ-

ent. It leads to the following research questions:

RQ1: Which topics are published and discussed by local newsrooms com-

pared with central newsrooms?

RQ2: What are the differences between the topics offered by local and cen-

tral newsrooms?

The last feature of the crisis gap coverage is dynamic. People’s information 

needs are flexible and changing (Boczkowski, 2013). Moreover, Boczkowski 

(2013) also found that pandemic coverage might enhance the public’s at-

tention. Take the case of the September 11 terrorist attacks as an example. 

More people turn away from coverage (Zelizer, 2002). What is more, when 

considering natural catastrophes, such as hurricanes or earthquakes, peo-

ple often turn to social media platforms to gain information about current 

circumstances (Houston et al., 2015). Covid-19 presents similarities to these 

cases. Therefore, it is unclear whether news coverage would widen or nar-

row public interest in and attention to the situation over the course of the 

first month of the open policy issued by the Chinese government. Regarding 

the news crisis coverage, we would like to find the public attention differ-

ences between local and central newsrooms by measuring pageviews. 

Thus, we ask the following:

RQ3: Does the same topic have similar reach in local and central media 

outlets?

Methodology

Content analysis

In this study, the researchers used the content analysis method (Neuendorf, 

2017). This research method aims to explore research questions 1 and 2 

based on comparing the news articles about Covid-19 released by three 

official WeChat subscription accounts in Chengdu, Sichuan Province, and 



Carl Zhou, Linyi Gao, Jinao Li, Ranjun Hua 109

three central media public accounts in mainland China. Considering the 

current situation in Chengdu, the local media outlets selected by the re-

searchers are Red Star News, Chengdu Release, and Cover News, which 

are widely trusted by and concerned with local people. Based on CNNIC 

(2017), the researchers chose Xinhua News Agency, the People’s Daily, and 

CCTV News official accounts as the representatives of mainstream media 

in mainland China.

Sample selection

Starting on December 8, 2022, the Chinese government has gradually be-

gun to abolish their strict pandemic control policies; based on this time 

interval, researchers selected and analysed tweets published by three local 

WeChat subscription accounts in Chengdu and tweets from three Central 

media official accounts from December 8, 2022, to January 5, 2023. In order 

to minimize algorithm bias, researchers manually collected all the tweets 

and their related metadata, including titles and view counts published by 

the target Official Accounts. In this period, 2,682 tweets were published 

by those six official account platforms, including 1,170 tweets from three 

central media subscription accounts and 1,512 tweets from the three local 

media subscription accounts in Chengdu. The total number of tweets fo-

cused on the pandemic is 987, of which 547 were published by local media 

accounts and 440 were released by the central media accounts.

Coding 

After manually excluding the unrelated tweets, the researchers further 

categorised the tweets focused on the pandemic according to five thematic 

dimensions (positive-related symptoms, society and public livelihood, offi-

cial policy reports, work and production resume, and medical supplies). We 

coded the tweets related to the positive-related symptoms as 1; the related 

content topics included expert science popularizing, how to deal with posi-

tive symptoms, and reports on transmissible coronavirus variants such as 

XBB. We coded the category of society and public livelihood as 2, and related 
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content topics include people’s livelihoods, individual stories, and medical 

insurance information. We coded official policy reports as 3. This kind of 

content is related to releasing information on local and central policy adjust-

ments related to the pandemic. We coded work and production resuming as 

4, and these articles were mainly related to the normalization of production 

work during the pandemic. We coded medical supplies as 5, focusing on 

medication to alleviate positive-related symptoms and medical supplies. 

Three coders with quantitative backgrounds participated in the research. 

Based on a random sample of 30% to measure the inter-coder reliability, 

SPSS 26 was used to process the data of the coding results; Krippendorff’s 

alpha coefficient was 0.81(between 0.8-1), which indicated substantial 

agreement among the three coders.

Data analysis

According to the statistical analysis of coding results, the researchers found 

similarities and differences between central and local media coverage bias. 

The different attributes of the newsrooms had a significant influence on the 

coverage gap, which had consequences in news production.

Table 1. Topics Differ in Central Media Coverage

Xinhua News 
Agency

People’s Daily
CCTV News 
official account

Positive-related  
symptoms

46.26% (68) 54.65% (94) 47.93% (58)

Society and public  
livelihood

11.56% (17) 19.19% (33) 14.05% (17)

Official policy  
reports

22.45% (33) 15.12% (26) 23.97% (29)

Work and production  
resuming

4.76% (7) 3.49% (6) 2.48% (3)

Medical supplies 14.97% (22) 7.56% (13) 11.57% (14)

Total 100% (147) 100% (172) 100% (121)

X2=13.815, p=0.087
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To answer RQ1, which examined how the coverage of the pandemic by 

local and central media differed when it came to the selected topics, 

the researchers measured the number of articles about each of the five 

topics and calculated the percentage for each category, obtaining the  

following results.

Through the chi-square test, the data results showed no significant dif-

ference (X2=13.815, p=0.087) in the coverage bias among the three central 

media accounts for the topic. Therefore, it is illustrated that the topic char-

acteristics of central media were consistent (see Table 1). According to the 

descriptive statistics of coding results, we found that all three central media 

accounts had a 50% coverage rate of the positive-related symptoms, espe-

cially with the People’s Daily accounting for 54% of total coverage. Apart 

from that, the proportion of official policy reports was around the aver-

age of 20%, except for the People’s Daily, which was lower at 15.12%. For 

the coverage of social livelihoods and medical supplies, the proportion of 

the two dimensions combined was about 26%. In summary, these striking 

differences indicated that the topic characteristics of the central media cov-

erage mainly focused on positive-related symptoms. Besides, central media 

outlets tended to pay more attention to reporting policies in a macroscopic 

view, meanwhile, it spent less time on social and livelihood issues.

Table 2. Topics Differ in Local Media Coverage

Red Star News Chengdu Release Cover News

Positive-related  
symptoms

33.08% (88) 26.32% (20) 35.12% (72)

Society and public  
livelihood

23.68% (63) 35.53% (27) 21.46% (44)

Official policy  
reports

12.03% (32) 18.42% (14) 13.17% (14)

Work and production  
resuming

10.90% (29) 3.95% (3) 4.88% (10)
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Medical supplies 20.30% (54) 15.79% (12) 25.37% (52)

Total 100% (266) 100% (76) 100% (205)

X2=8.344, p=0.392

Similarly, there was no significant difference in the coverage dimensions of 

the three local media accounts (X2=8.344, p=0.392), which indicated inter-

nal consistency across the nominated topic characteristics in local media 

(see Table 2). We elaborated on the descriptive value measured by each of 

the variables. According to the data results, the three local media outlets’ 

coverage was about 30% related to pandemic positive-related symptoms. 

Furthermore, the proportion of social livelihoods and medical materials 

was more than 20%, except for Chengdu Release, with the proportion of 

tweets on medical supplies lower at 15.79%. In terms of official policy re-

ports, the average percentage was below 20%. This shows that the thematic 

characteristics of local media coverage were relatively evenly distributed 

while focusing more on specific issues, such as the social life of local people 

and the distribution of medical supplies.

Table 3. Coverage Topics in Different Attributes of Newsrooms

Central media Local media

Positive-related  
symptoms

50.00% (220) 33.03% (180)

Society and public  
livelihood

15.23% (67) 24.59% (134)

Official policy  
reports

20.00% (88) 13.39% (73)

Work and production  
resuming

3.64% (16) 7.71% (42)

Medical supplies 11.14% (49) 21.28% (116)

Total 100% (440) 100% (545)

X2=158.372, p=0.000
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RQ2 inquired about coverage differences by news topic type between local 

and central media. In answer to RQ2, researchers counted the total number 

of articles across both types of media, examining the dominant dimensions 

of the topics covered by the local and central media in the news production 

process. The cross-tab results showed a significant difference (X2=158.372, 

p=0.000) between the thematic bias of central and local media coverage 

(see Table 3). A cross-sectional comparison of frequency statistics reveals 

that both local and central media had the lowest proportion in the dimen-

sion of work and production resuming, below 10%. The two also presented a 

bias towards positive-related symptoms; nevertheless, the differences were 

still reflected in a proportion of 17%. It illustrated that the central media fo-

cused more on explaining how to deal with Covid-19 symptoms. 

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics of Local and Central Media

Minimum 
(%)

Maximum 
(%)

Std. 
Deviation

Local media 7.71 33.03 8.60

Central media 3.64 50 16.05

The descriptive statistics in Table 4 show that, excluding the dimension of 

resumption of work and production, the proportion of local media report-

ing for each dimension was more balanced, with a standard deviation of 

8.60, while the central media has a more significant difference with more 

extreme values and a larger standard deviation (16.05). It indicates that the 

bias in coverage on different categories is pronounced. To be more specific, 

local media focused more on social issues (24.59%) and medical supplies 

(21.28%) than central media outlets, such as individual stories of good deeds, 

the distribution of supplies, and the resolution of health insurance issues. 

Central media, on the other hand, focused on the official policy reports 

(20%), such as the release of pandemic policies and measures, and the devel-

opment of the coronavirus. Overall, the news content production of central 
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media was biased towards the macro-level of policy reports, while local me-

dia focused more on the micro-level of society and public livelihood issues.

Table 5. The Average View Count of Local Media Articles

Red Star News Chengdu Release Cover News

Positive-related  
symptoms

29,170 61,842 10,076

Society and public  
livelihood

17,270 44,499 6,063

Official policy  
reports

17,750 59,389 9,426

Work and production  
resuming

11,448 56,000 15,281

Medical supplies 19,352 50,417 13,951

Total 21,053 53,194 10,366

For the analysis of RQ3, which asked whether the topics have similarities in 

their reach between local and central media, researchers used the average 

number of article views as a measurement. According to the descriptive 

statistics results, we concluded that the average views count for each tweet 

published by central media was above 100,000. Conversely, the average 

number of views of articles published by local media was much lower than 

that of central, with the following data results (see Table 5): 21,053 for Red 

Stars News, 53,194 for Chengdu Release and 10,366 for Cover News. The 

reason for the dramatic difference is that central media has a much broader 

audience in the whole country, while the local media is just directed to the 

citizens in Chengdu. 

In addition, central media is a mouthpiece of the government. It dominates 

in domestic news coverage and adheres to traditional journalism norms 

and ethics. (Bentivegna & Marchetti, 2018). Thus, the information released 

by central media is highly credible and authoritative. Localities are under 
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the leadership of the central government, lying vertically downstream in 

resource allocation, so they tend to interpret the news released by the cen-

tral government in terms of news production with less discursive power  

that fits with local concerns and needs, which some might call the fetishiz-

ing of the local (Villenas & Angeles, 2017).

This analysis suggests that the dominant topics of news coverage about the 

Covid-19 pandemic vary according to newsrooms’ attributes during content 

production. In summary, our findings showed that (1) central media cov-

erage has more evident and prominent thematic bias characteristics than 

local media; (2) the central media focuses on macro policies, while local me-

dia focus more on micro-social and livelihood issues; (3) due to the broader 

audience and higher credibility of central media, the average number of 

views in their tweets is greater than that of local media.

Discussion

The local media outlets’ coverage of a particular event should be rough-

ly the same as that of central media, but there is still plenty of scope for 

adjustment. The differences appear when the local situations were partly 

not consistent with those in other places in mainland China, especially un-

der the coronavirus variants. For those three local media official accounts 

in Chengdu, we can easily find out that in connection with Covid-19, they 

are inclined to cover news about society and public livelihood in Chengdu 

and information related to medical supplies in the region, which is consist-

ent with Shoemaker (2014) and Hess (2013): the local newsroom prefers 

character stories and day-to-day public affairs. Local media set and define 

news agendas based on local interests (Tong, 2010), and they consider ac-

tual public needs (Napoli, 2016). In accordance with the literature, the local 

newsroom pays more balanced attention to releasing tweets about all five 

topic dimensions (including positive-related symptoms, society and public 

livelihood, official policy reports, work and production resuming, and med-

ical supplies) than the central newsroom, because they have an obligation 
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to cover all the aspects of local people’s livelihood, especially in Chengdu, 

where the collective uproar and large-scale protests were organized by  

people against stringent Covid regulations (Gan, 2022). Chengdu media 

should play its role in achieving social stability. 

However, those three central media outlets are much more inclined to 

cover positive-related symptoms and official policy reports than other as-

pects, which deepens the crisis coverage gap. Consistent with Kuang (2018), 

in China, central government media focus more on the news related to 

national-level policies and the image of the state. Bennett (2003) mentioned 

that the pandemic converges in the central newsroom, including positive 

cases and some basic information about the response to the pandemic. This 

situation is verified in our study, where 50 percent of the tweets related to 

Covid-19 pushed by the central media are about positive-related symptoms, 

showing that the central government is actively concerned about this issue. 

Entman (2007) and Schudson (1978) found that the central media tend to 

report on political actions to perpetuate power structures. In our research, 

we found that the proportion of tweets published by central media accounts 

about policy adjustments is relatively larger than on local media. According 

to the ‘centralized power’ theory, central media should represent the party 

and advocate the party’s policies (De Burgh, 2004; Hong, 1998; Zhao, 1998); 

central media are focused on national interests. In mainland China, the cen-

tral media are regarded as the most authoritative platforms in the nation, 

and the audience base of the central media typically outnumbers that of the 

local media, and it is their obligation to convey the official policies to the 

public. At the same time, there are significant differences between provinc-

es in China, and the pandemic prevention and control policies in different 

regions have slight discrepancies; the local media’s obligation is also to help 

the local government convey the adjusted regulations to the public. 

According to our research, we found that tweets about positive-related 

symptoms are widely viewed by the local people in Chengdu; this is partly 

because there is a large proportion of reports related to the positive-related 
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symptoms category pushed by both central and local media, as confirmed 

positive cases increased rapidly after abolishing the lockdown restrictions. 

In this case, the public will search for the related information provided by 

both local and central media to reduce uncertainty. Interestingly, research-

ers found that both central and local media give little space to the coverage 

of work and production resuming. In mainland China, the news coverage 

pushed by the central media accounts is considered the bellwether of the 

policies of the Central Committee of CPC, and local media need to be coor-

dinated with central media. However, there is enough space for local media 

to adjust their specific content, and tweets with local characteristics and 

policies can be supplemented to serve the public more effectively. 

Conclusion

The intent of this research was to analyse the differences between the news 

production of the local newsroom and the central newsroom when covering 

the relevant information about Covid-19 after the abolition of the strict re-

striction policies starting on December 8, 2022, with a window of analysis 

until January 5, 2023. We selected three local media outlets in Chengdu, 

the capital city of Sichuan province, and three central media outlets, which 

are directly under the command of the Central Committee of CPC. Using 

a content analysis research method, we analysed the news framing and 

the topics of news articles released by those platforms through the tweets 

pushed on their WeChat subscription accounts to find whether the crisis 

coverage gap exists in China, as the local media has its preferences.

Our research suggests that the dominant topics of news coverage about the 

Covid-19 pandemic vary according to newsrooms’ attributes during content 

production. In conclusion, the finding illustrates that local media coverage 

has fewer bias characteristics toward the prominent themes than the cov-

erage pushed by the central media. Moreover, local media outlets have an 

obligation to serve the community and local people, so local media focuses 

more on the livelihood issues of the public than on macro policies; whereas 
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it is the central media’s job to inform the public about the general policies 

for the pandemic. Finally, central media is widely trusted by the audience, 

and they are oriented to the whole nation; accordingly, the average number 

of views of central media tweets is greater than that of local media because 

the central media has broader reach than local. It is clear that the cover-

age gap does exist between local media and central media, considering the 

local newsroom needs to balance the actual needs of local people and the 

requirements of the central media. As the mouthpiece of the CPC, the cen-

tral media is more inclined to give space to the policy adjustment coverage 

and the positive-related coverage about the pandemic. In addition, there are 

still many commonalities between the tweets published by central and local 

media official accounts; for instance, they have roughly the same layering 

of importance on a few topics.

The present study has limitations that suggest avenues for future research. 

Firstly, this research has only selected the media in Chengdu as repre-

sentative of local media; however, as the collective uproar and large-scale 

protests have also broken out against the stringent Covid-19 controls in 

other major cities in mainland China, such as Beijing and Shanghai, our 

findings should be interpreted within this unique historical context. Apart 

from that, there is significant variance between regions in China, includ-

ing some administrative areas with no major protests and riots happening 

during the past two years, so the coverage gap between the local media and 

central media may not be universal. Finally, researchers did not employ 

multi-step coding to identify themes in a subset of our total sample. In fur-

ther research, optimising the coding process according to the code book can  

be necessary. 
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THE CHANGING SOCIALIZED ROLE OF CHINESE 
LOCAL MEDIA IN THE INFODEMIC: A CASE STUDY 
OF THE SHANGHAI 2022 PANDEMIC RUMOURS 

Hongxu Zhu & Mengyao An

As China enters the modernization stage of develop-

ment, social and market systems are simultaneously 

transformed, and the basic form of social organization 

shifts from the administrative collective “unitary space” 

to the “community space” with market mobility (Tian 

& Lv, 2014). Chinese journalism has also grown, along 

with the demand for news services in the social mar-

ketplace. Some media outlets in Beijing, Shanghai and 

Guangzhou have launched local community news 

pages, while others have joined with streets and com-

panies to create community newspapers (Li, 2013). 

Local news and community news are thriving in many 

of China’s economically developed regions in the age 

of mass media. Local news can take many different 

forms, but community newspapers are the most com-

mon. Additionally, metropolitan newspapers play as a 

major driving factor behind the operation of communi-

ty newspapers in various locations, and the standard 

operating procedure for community newspaper opera-

tions involves collaboration with sub-district offices and 

township governments (Li & Chen, 2016). Additionally, 

the practical development of community journalism can 

also be supported by TV stations, radio stations, peri-

odicals, and other media outlets. However, since digital 

media technology has advanced and cyberspace has be-

come widely accepted in China, the local news industry 

there is now dealing with a new development trend of 

media integration and new media transformation.
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The prevalence of social media sites has encouraged market competition 

between news content platforms in China (Shen Yang, 2016). However, the 

business model centred on advertising and distribution in the traditional 

mass media industry has become increasingly weak (Cui, Zheng & He, 2018). 

At the same time, ratings, distributions, and audience size for mainstream 

media remain in decline (Huang & Wang, 2015). In the process of China’s 

news industry undergoing new media transformation, the development the-

ories of platform mediatization and media platformization have attracted 

much attention. However, the complexity of China’s news practice makes 

the dissemination of news in cyberspace develop in a multi-polarization 

trend (Wang & Zeng, 2020). Social media platforms, which establish a 

“centre-edge” communication space structure based on the Internet’s value 

standard, are primarily in control of online news and public opinion. The 

fundamental concept of news in the era of mass media has been influenced 

by the quick development of online journalism. In China, news reporting 

about regions and communities became progressively less important in 

favour of entertainment, commerce, and political topics. Additionally, the 

“local news desert” phenomena emerged. This is strongly tied to research 

into local media’s role in the digital revolution and its failure.

According to Yi-fu Tuan (Tuan, 1977), human beings’ perceptions of loca-

tion and space include both the subjective feeling of humanism and the 

objective object of positivism. A sense of place is formed by how people 

see their surroundings and their subjective knowledge of them. To some 

extent, the historical success and growth of local news and the level of in-

terest that people have in local news broadcasts reflect the reality of the 

existence of a sense of place. The Internet space attempts to create a homo-

geneous place that is de-nationalized, de-racialized, and de-localized in the 

inter-technological imagination during the wave of neoliberal globalization. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has, however, opened a window. In this short-term 

limitation of access to real common spaces and while a large number of 

interactions were focused on cyberspace, people began to rethink the social 

relationship between digital media technology, cyberspace and real space. 
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Taking China as an example, rumours about the pandemic in a certain lo-

cation became an opportunity for places and communities to become the 

centre of attention on the Internet. When rumours about the pandemic in a 

certain location become the centre of communication in cyberspace, multi-

ple complex subjects are communicating together. Through the theoretical 

lens of sense of place, this study will discuss the following research ques-

tions: What are the characteristics of local rumours spread online during 

the Shanghai pandemic? What are the differences between the social media 

era and the mass media era for Chinese local media in rumours verification 

and refutation?

Literature review

Journalism about people’s daily lives in Chinese local media development

Local social spaces have undergone structural changes ever since China 

began its socialist transition in 1949, under the influence of various gov-

ernmental regimes, and industrial and economic structures. The revolution 

of space must create new spatial relationships, demonstrate its creative 

influence on language, space, and daily life, and demonstrate the genuine 

transformation of society (Lefebvre, 1991). Using Shanghai as an example, 

the city was at the forefront of China’s urbanization at the time, and its news 

market was a melting pot of diverse cultures. In the early years after the 

People’s Republic of China was established, “Xinmin Evening News,” which 

was established in 1946, was the only evening newspaper in the whole 

country. It focused on local news and daily life in Shanghai, and it was a sig-

nificant conduit for Shanghainese daily life. The published content depicted 

the way of life and social organization of the early Chinese urban environ-

ment (Dong, 2013). “Xinmin Evening News” had a special page describing 

public reports on street literati, libraries, martial artists, etc. Additionally, 

there were public discussions on local development and lifestyle advocacy, 

which constituted the rudiment of the socialization concept of local media 

participation in local daily life and public opinion in Chinese journalism, 

and the media played a proactive role in this process (Dong, 2015). Chinese 
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local news came to dominate local news practice in the shape of metropol-

itan newspapers with the Reform and Opening-up, as well as the progress 

of urbanization. The majority of metropolitan newspapers’ readers were 

citizens, and the substance was mostly news, with a focus on serious news 

but also on useful information relating to residents’ daily lives. Local media 

outlets were run and managed using a market-focused approach (Xi, 2000). 

The social division of labour and profit-sharing mechanisms in Chinese so-

ciety were professionalized by urbanization (urban modernization), which 

also increased the channels and media space for social communication and 

improved the news discourse of daily life (Sun, 2003). At the turn of the 20th 

and 21st centuries, local media, in the shape of metropolitan newspapers, 

responded to the growing consumeristic demand and living requirements 

of Chinese people, increased the variety of Chinese popular culture, and 

deepened its cultural and social relevance (Sun, 2003).

Historically, as local media has evolved, the value logic of emphasizing 

“people’s livelihood” has persisted. “People’s livelihood news” has experi-

enced a boom since 2003. At the time, newspapers, television, and radio 

stations dominated the mass media landscape, which was still in its prime. 

Numerous TV shows and news broadcasts highlighting and portraying the 

lives of common people received a positive reception from the public. The 

increase in news about people’s means of subsistence was consistent with 

the Chinese people’s civilized reasoning, which “cares about the affairs of 

each household, the nation, and the world”. In terms of both substance and 

expression, this type of news programme served the role of a supervisor 

in the socialization process by being down-to-earth about the hardships of 

people’s livelihoods, tenderly handling harsh news, while delivering soft 

news (Hu & Li, 2022). “People’s Livelihood News” covered the reporting 

scope of urban life, with information on citizens’ daily economic and social 

life as the main theme. 

According to Dong (2007), several viewpoints and methodologies can be 

used in the practice and conception of news about people’s livelihoods. In 
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addition to having similarities and overlaps with public news and social 

news in the Western journalism environment, the value connotation of 

news about people’s livelihoods includes the people-oriented qualities of the 

“Three People’s Principles” in modern Chinese ideology. Unlike what hap-

pens with other kinds of news which need to be universalized and developed 

based on the value of people’s livelihood, People’s Livelihood News enriches 

the Chinese model of news dissemination. In the Chinese context, People’s 

Livelihood News is more of a journalism paradigm with Chinese character-

istics that cross practice and theory. Though political and economic news 

cannot be replaced, disputes regarding the importance of public news and 

people’s livelihood news are still prevalent in Chinese news circles. Public 

journalism also asks the media to take on a more active role in encouraging 

public discourse and paying attention to public life, as well as enhancing civ-

ic duties and protecting people’s rights and interests (Rosen, 1995). The idea 

of public news helps restore public confidence in the news medium, forging 

a bond with the audience, and fostering stronger ties within the community 

(Glasser, 1999). This is similar to what happens with the news value of peo-

ple’s livelihood. The existence of more local media outlets helps promote the 

community’s sense of cultural belonging through local news and commu-

nity reporting. However in Chinese culture, which advocates subtlety, the 

public’s interest in participating in community newspapers was not so high. 

Metropolitan newspapers and community newspapers launched a fierce 

homogeneous competition for people’s livelihood news (Chen, 2013). The 

news focus of people’s daily life has shifted from the value of people’s live-

lihood to the more abstract and extensive political value, economic value, 

and individual value as China’s official media, local mainstream govern-

ment media, and national large-scale market media enter the competition 

for people’s livelihood news. Local news used to be centreed on the commu-

nity, but the demand for public interest and attention was declining (Dong, 

2006). Although local media’s news value concept of people’s livelihood still 

exists in China’s new round of urbanization, which was characterized by a 

significant number of labour transfers and rapid population flow, the local 
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media’s target of communication has changed, to focus on the community 

of strangers that the city recognizes as the fundamental unit.

The Omnimedia Transformation of Local Media in China

Many local media outlets have embraced the news client format as a re-

sult of the advent of data media technologies. The news client’s content 

is extremely repetitious and similar, while social information outlets like 

WeChat groups, Weibo, and short video platforms are becoming more di-

verse. In an abundant news market, local news stories are usually uniform 

in structure and substance, and find it challenging to satisfy the varied 

demands of viewers (Li, 2020). The rivalry in China’s news business has 

become more intense because of the fast adoption of digital technology, and 

local media outlets have lost their competitive advantage when it comes to 

news timeliness, narrative structure and communication routes. The pop-

ularization of digital platforms and the growing usage of new media for 

divulging information on government affairs have both had a profound im-

pact on the original news regarding the livelihood of the people (Liu, 2022). 

The “Omnimedia” transition in digital transformation is being promoted by 

China’s news business. Online media outlets with commercial resources and 

traditional media outlets with political resources are more likely to become 

Omnimedia. The majority of local media outlets, however, lack the tools 

and methods necessary for an Omnimedia transition, and therefore they 

must make fresh strides (Cai & Fan, 2011). To sustain local news coverage, 

some local media ventures seek to work with Internet platforms to create 

municipal gateway websites (Yu, Qu & Luo, 2016). Additionally, numerous 

conventional media outlets that attempted to create their own local news 

websites and news clients in the face of fierce market competition ultimately 

failed, once market capital essentially took control of online public opin-

ion. Government agencies at all levels in China connect with online public 

opinion as part of the Chinese government’s aim for digital transformation 

through using new media tools and platforms for government matters. They 

have reliable information sources and have utilized a significant amount of 
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local media resources in the creation of news and public opinion work to be 

able to compete in the network public opinion sector, which is controlled 

by market capital (Wu, 2015). The local media are being attacked on two 

sides. They must work together with the government’s press release de-

partment on the one hand, and with market capital on the other, so they can 

cooperatively create a differentiated space to thrive in. The number of users 

in China’s digital cyberspace is expanding quickly, which has supported a 

“traffic first” way of thinking, which is dominated by capital (Hu & Li,2021) 

and has violently impacted the traditional market value orientation of local 

media. On online platforms, disputes and disagreements over the news that 

affects people’s livelihoods are increased, but the channels that local media 

formerly used for their news reporting have been overrun with authorita-

tive replies and finely honed government control. The media source for local 

news has changed from generally reliable local newspapers and TV to more 

selective network platforms, which has reconstructed the way people’s live-

lihood news is integrated in the digital media era, and reconstructed the 

social role of local media in the living space.

The Spread Characteristics and Influence Effects of Rumours in the 

Pandemic

Spreading false information is referred to as rumour. In their paper 

“Rumours and Public Opinion,” American scholars Peterson and Gist (1951) 

provided the following definition of rumours: Rumours are topics that have 

previously been discussed in secret. Although this information has not 

been verified, it nevertheless sparks a lot of public attention. Rumour itself 

is a form of “anti-power” that challenges authority (Kapferer, 2013). Expert 

sources and bureaucratic sources are frequently viewed as authoritative in-

formation sources, and some rumours also spread based on anonymous 

sources. As a result, rumours contain unauthorized information that fre-

quently precedes official information and presents a binary contrast to it 

(Huang, 2011). Rumours are easy to disseminate and transmit. Polarized 

public opinion and widespread reposting of this kind of information are 
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also consistent with the psychological theory of emotional increase (Chao 

& Huang, 2004). As a result, rumours spread quickly at times of crisis and 

calamity. The effects of rumours have seriously eroded public confidence 

on social media, demonstrating the need for societal safeguards for ru-

mour prevention and debunking (Kuang & Guo, 2012). When rumours go 

unchallenged, the entire community can quickly descend into a sensitive, 

obsessive “rabble,” which can have a negative impact on social stability and 

security (Le Bon, 2015).

During the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020, society fell into a state of information 

disorder for a while. Health became the most concerning topic for mankind 

at that time. During the pandemic, rumours about Covid-19 spread through-

out society across multiple issues and multiple platforms. Intensive rumour 

production and dissemination have seriously affected social trust and order 

(Chen, 2020). China’s communication space developed a pattern dominated 

by cyberspace and parallel in real space during the information pandemic. 

Rumours related to pandemic prevention and control have deepened the 

anxiety of interpersonal trust in Chinese society, thereby affecting the dai-

ly life of the “community of strangers” and causing many irrational social 

actions (Zhang, 2020). Internet rumours have emerged as a significant phe-

nomenon in China’s information pandemic, receiving significant attention 

from the government, the public, and the media. The experience of inter-

acting with media in daily life has been remade due to the development 

of digital media technologies (Fan & Zhou, 2020). China has steadily re-

searched a rumour management approach by spreading information from 

authoritative government departments working with mainstream central 

media and market information channels, and has seen some encouraging 

outcomes (Qian, 2020). However, due to the virus’s modifications, the pan-

demic in China is no longer a national outbreak but rather a regional one, 

and this change has had entirely different consequences on how rumours 

spread in both cyberspace and physical space. The function of local media 

in social governance during the local pandemic remains a glaring deficit in 

the field of Chinese journalism and communication research.
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Methodology

The text should be placed in history and society (Holquist, 2003), and the 

researcher inserts himself into it by reorganizing the text for research. 

Kristeva (1986) proposed intertextuality under the influence of Bakhtin’s 

dialogue theory. Not only does the content of the text describe society and 

history, society and history themselves are texts, and there is dialogue space 

in the text to reflect the structure of the text (Kristeva, 1986). Text analysis 

is frequently used in the humanities and social sciences to study the inter-

nal and external relations of text space, the symbolic effect of space, and 

the cultural features associated with this effect in order to understand how 

space and perception are connected (Bal & Van Boheemen, 2009).

In 2022, Shanghai faced a new round of the covid pandemic. When the pan-

demic first broke out in March, lasting until May, rumours concerning its 

prevention and management captured Shanghai’s attention, as well as that 

of the whole Chinese news journalism ecosystem. 

Shanghai’s local media has a long history of development and consider-

able brand influence since Chinese urbanization in 1990s. (Sun, 2003) 

The opportunities and difficulties that Shanghai’s local media faced as 

pandemic rumours spread were typical. Rumours about the Shanghai pan-

demic had dominated the trending topics on Chinese social media for nearly 

three months. 

Shanghai is currently one of China’s megacities. The interaction between 

the “feeling of place” of Chinese society and news about people’s livelihoods 

may be used to reflect on the current stage of modernization in Shanghai 

through the relationship between local communities’ everyday lives and lo-

cal media. Based on the timeline of the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic 

in Shanghai, this study collected a total of 77 rumours and refutation arti-

cles related to the COVID-19 pandemic published by local media in Shanghai 

from March 28, 2022 to May 28, 2022. The selected rumour-related news 

stories met three criteria: 1. It was widely disseminated on Chinese social 
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media platforms. 2. It used authoritative sources to refute the rumours. 3. 

The content was related to community life during the pandemic.

After further coding, analysis and sorting of the textual data obtained, the 

researcher focused on the texts that mentioned the local physical environ-

ment, the behaviour of rumour-related characters, and the effectiveness of 

local media. 

In addition to discussing the diverse sense of space and shifting social 

functions of Chinese local media in a time of transformation for media in 

general, this study extensively organises the role of local media in the ad-

ministration of pandemic rumours in China.

Results

Rumours in Shanghai during the pandemic did not only make local news. 

Under the influence of platform mediatization, they became national news 

and received high levels of attention. People were quarantining in their 

homes at the time, so all news stories and rumours were concentrated on 

social media platforms. One was WeChat (mainly focused on strong inter-

personal relationships and instant chat, like WhatsApp), and the other was 

Weibo (mainly focused on weakly connected interpersonal relationships, 

like Twitter). In this study, 44/77 rumours expanded from local news to 

urban news and then to Internet trending spots, and 33 rumours came di-

rectly from urban news to Internet trending spots.

In terms of text content, the real local communities and the false content 

of the pandemic rumours themselves connect to form a “mixed state” of 

rumour spread. (Liu Yuqin & Li Zhen, 2020) During the Shanghai pandemic, 

local experience and rationality weren’t at the centre of the expansion of 

digital technology, and the verification of rumours wasn’t the first choice 

of topic for local media outlets. For example, on April 10, 2022, someone in 

Shanghai fabricated the information that trucks had been rented and sup-

plies resold at high prices during the pandemic, earning tens of millions of 
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yuan. On April 24, 2022, the Shanghai police announced the results of their 

investigation on the subject. Public opinion ignored information verification 

and focused more on the contradictions of reselling pandemic supplies. 

Rumours occupied the centre of public discourse and attracted a large num-

ber of citizens who participated and interacted with this content. However, 

local media were in the margins of platform communication, and it was 

easy to ignore the existence of a sense of place and the authenticity and 

importance of refuting rumours.

Regarding the sources of rumour-refuting texts, 46/77 of the rumour-refuting 

articles came from relevant government departments, 11/77 came from the 

local police, and 10/77 came from the community and people alleged to be 

involved in the rumours. In the case of media outlets that conducted ru-

mour verification, 72/77 rumour refutation news releases came from the 

Shanghai rumour refutation platform, and only 5 resulted from verification 

by local media reporters. For example, on March 31, a video rumour was 

refuted which claimed that “pandemic prevention personnel died working 

overtime for 96 consecutive hours.” The reporter contacted the son of the 

protagonist to learn the true situation. The truth behind the video is that a 

person with a history of heart disease had a heart attack and was about to 

go to the hospital for treatment. While waiting for an ambulance, he was 

rescued in an emergency. In the era of mass media, local media outlets of-

ten conduct rumour verification, and interview sources to refute rumours.

In terms of the time dimension, 22/77 rumour-related articles mention the 

specific date of the incident, while the rest are placed “recently, in the past 

few days.” Due to social media algorithms, the time at which the audience 

on an online platform receives this rumour information is inconsistent, and 

there is no clear dissemination time relationship like what happens with 

daily news publications or daily TV news programs. Now that online ru-

mours have become a trend, online audiences can only rely on individual 

experience to form a “trending-now” time relationship, thus blurring time 

perception. As an example, the content of the rumour that was refuted on 
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April 7, 2022 reads: “The neighbourhood committee resold 200,000 boxes 

of donated materials.” After an investigation by the local police, it was found 

that the false statement was fabricated for attention. This rumour led to 

online public opinion being biased against the shipping of donated materials 

to Shanghai for some time.

In the spatial dimension, 33/77 of our analysed rumour-related content 

comes from online group chat screenshots, and 38/77 comes from social 

platform information flows. The places involved in the rumours are mainly 

presented in text form on the online platform. As rumours spread, chat re-

cords and tweets on social media point to real locations, achieving a hybrid 

connection between cyberspace and real space. Network users may have 

never been to a certain community in Shanghai, but they can still be con-

cerned about rumours pointing to situations taking place there, forming a 

“place-network” spatial relationship and blurring spatial perception. For in-

stance, there were rumours that express deliveries coming from Shanghai 

could carry viruses, causing online public opinion to panic about any ex-

press deliveries that passed through Shanghai.

The Shanghai Government Network Information Office led the media to 

create an authoritative online platform for refuting rumours, as a new gov-

ernment media outlet. In the case of pandemic-related rumours, local news 

media had certain difficulties in obtaining information sources. Through 

further observation, we found that the spread of pandemic rumours on 

online platforms formed a “local-network” path. Shanghai adopted the 

strategy of building an authoritative platform on the Internet to respond 

to online opinions, and local media reprinted it, distributed it and attempt-

ed to conduct “network-to-network” dialogue and response at the platform 

communication level. However, at the local communication level, it is dif-

ficult to tell whether the rumour-refuting information has established a 

“network-local” communication path. Therefore, it is possible that, in the 

infodemic, rumours spread between national online platforms and local 

mass media facilities, and the public had interactive needs for local media 

communication platforms.
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Discussion & Conclusion

This study starts from the relationship between local rumours and lo-

cal media verification during the pandemic, and discusses the social role 

of China’s local media in online communication and local governance. 

Previous research started with the “people’s livelihood news paradigm” and 

demonstrated that local metropolitan newspapers and television stations 

can be relatively independent in selecting topics and reporting sources. 

(Wang, 2006) As key promoters of the development of local governance, 

it is the local media who holds the microphone to report on these subjects. 

During the pandemic, the verification of local rumours was mainly done 

by government departments and government media platforms. When local 

media responded to local rumours on the Internet, they rarely interviewed 

and verified the rumours themselves, and more often reprinted/quoted 

refutations published by government information outlets. Therefore, it is 

believed that local media played more of a “megaphone” role in passively 

reprinting pandemic rumour verification content and expanding the spread 

of rumour-refuting information.

Referring to the history of Chinese media development for additional discus-

sion, in the era of mass media, metropolitan newspapers and local satellite 

TV were the main source of news for the Chinese people. Take Shanghai 

as an example. Shanghai was a popular city for the development of China’s 

urban newspaper industry at that time. (Sun, 2003) Shanghai’s local com-

munities were integrating, and a large number of foreign residents served 

as industrial labour force, forming a consensus and community with the 

local Shanghai people on the development of Shanghai’s urbanization. 

(Yang, 2003) Shanghai’s permanent population in 2022 will be approxi-

mately 24.75 million, of which approximately 10.06 million are renters. 

Therefore, Shanghai’s communities already had a trend of high mobility 

before the pandemic.

Zhu Cheng (2022) reflected on the new changes in community relations in 

Shanghai’s pandemic life. “Communities of strangers” can be transformed 
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into “geographical communities” through their respective experiences of 

actively participating in local governance, they can redevelop geograph-

ical experience and culture. According to the China Internet Network 

Information Center’s official report, the number of Internet users in China 

reached 1.079 billion in December 2022. (CNNIC, 2023) Therefore, online 

platforms have now become the main source of news for most Chinese peo-

ple. The emergence of the pandemic has restricted and affected many offline 

lives, allowing the public’s news attention to be redistributed between the 

Internet and their surrounding area.

There is a tendency for local rumours and local governance affairs to blur 

time and space in platform-based dissemination. After people rebalance 

their attention between the Internet and their surroundings, the demand 

for local livelihood news still exists. Local media can produce local commu-

nication by combining the people’s livelihood news value paradigm with the 

people’s governance needs in the omnimedia era (Xie & Li, 2019). This study 

suggests that local media can integrate resources and channels to adapt to 

the needs of local people’s livelihood news, to try to build a local omnime-

dia platform, to replay the role of a host holding up a microphone to local 

governance issues, and promote local experience culture in the digital the 

development of communication environments.
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THE IMPACT OF LOCAL MEDIA ON SOCIAL 
PSYCHOLOGY IN AN “INFODEMIC” CONTEXT:  
TAKE WENZHOU DAILY NEWSPAPER GROUP  
AS AN EXAMPLE

Lin Shike & Chuchu Zhao

In the post-Covid-19 pandemic era, the world has ex-

perienced its first true social media “infodemic” (Hao 

& Basu, 2020). The term “Infodemic” is a combination 

of the words “information” and “epidemic”, which the 

World Health Organization defines as a phenomenon 

that accompanied the COVID-19 pandemic (WHO, 

2020). Due to the specific attributes of social me-

dia, such as the quantities of low-quality information 

available, an information epidemic is characterised by 

unprecedentedly rapid spread and wide dissemination. 

The viral spread of false information on the Internet has 

spread panic, tension and anxiety among the public, and 

social-psychological problems have followed. According 

to the World Health Organization, the Covid-19 pandem-

ic has disrupted vital mental health services in 93% of 

countries worldwide, and the demand for these servic-

es is increasing (Xinhua Net, 2020). UNESCO (2020) 

believes that the infodemic contributed significantly to 

the public’s failure to heed scientific advice, it increased 

public distrust of policy makers and governments, 

and it forced the media to devote their resources to 

fighting disinformation.

Social psychology refers to people’s spontaneous, in-

determinate and non-systematic social consciousness, 

which is formed in social life. Unlike the exogenous 

crisis that dominated the Covid-19 pandemic period, 
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the infodemic in the post-Covid-19 pandemic period led to an endogenous 

crisis. Lei and Hou (2022) outline three new representations of negative so-

cial psychology that increased significantly in the post-Covid-19 pandemic 

era – the persistent role of stress psychology, the salience of socially avoid-

ant behaviour, and the weakening of individual self-confidence threatening 

group confidence.

There are three negative social psychologies that are particularly prominent 

under the infodemic – the psychology of group vicarious  traumatization, 

news avoidance and epidemic fatigue (Lei & Hou, 2022; Yin & Wang,2020; 

Haktanir et al, 2022). 

Vicarious  traumatization refers to the discomfort caused by exposure to a 

traumatic event in any way that is not directly traumatic (Lerias & Byrne, 

2003), and is manifested by panic, anxiety, excessive concern for the body, 

constant checking of relevant information, overreaction, and even panic at-

tacks (Wang et al., 2021). In the post-Covid-19 pandemic era, when actual 

traumatized people who are experiencing localized Covid-19 pandemic por-

tray their current state of existence and express their emotions through 

social media, people in non-epidemic areas receive a mediated landscape of 

a strictly controlled, painfully repressed negative state of existence, which 

can easily make them recall their similar experiences or stimulate em-

pathic abilities, thus generating similar embodied emotional responses of 

pain, uneasiness, and anxiety (Lei & Hou, 2022). According to the findings 

of Wang et al. (2021) in 2020, 7% of 201 respondents experienced vicari-

ous  traumatization during the epidemic, and 20% experienced emotional 

reactions. This implies that the likelihood of negative emotions such as de-

pression, anxiety, and fear is significantly higher in the population after 

facing a major catastrophic event.

News avoidance refers to the conscious, active avoidance or denial of access 

to certain news information by the public over a period of time (Li et al., 

2021). In the Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2022, across markets, 

43% respondents say they actively avoid the news because there is too much 
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politics and Covid-19 information, and 36% worry that the news could have 

a negative effect on their mood (Newman, 2022). Research shows that the 

news consumption habits of younger groups are undergoing a shift from 

managing news to avoiding news as a way to reduce negative psycholo-

gy and negative emotions related to news fatigue and resistance (Li et al., 

2021). During the Covid-19 pandemic, mainstream media coverage of the 

epidemic mostly focused on the number of infections, the damage caused, 

and the severity of the disaster, while disregarding that negative informa-

tion can cause the public to avoid information. This is likely to make the 

news distribution system dysfunctional. 

During the crisis, with action in place to combat the epidemic, behavioural 

fatigue (“pandemic fatigue”) related to compliance with COVID-19 restric-

tions became a recurring topic (Reicher & Drury, 2021). The uncertainty 

and complexity of Covid-19 pandemic prevention under China’s “dynamic 

zero-Covid” Covid-19 pandemic control policy inconvenienced the popula-

tion and increased their intolerance to uncertainty due to changes in their 

daily lives (Satici et al., 2020), which also led to fatigue and even resistance 

to many policies. Harvey (2020) summarizes the manifestations of epidem-

ic fatigue, in which individuals may refuse to comply with Covid-19-related 

regulations for a variety of reasons. For example, if they (a) grew annoyed 

with the regulations, (b) felt that the regulations limited their freedom, (c) 

mistakenly believed that Covid-19 was less dangerous than before, or (d) felt 

an overwhelming desire to interact with others. A questionnaire based on 

516 individuals revealed that 34% of the interviewees reported a decrease in 

their level of compliance with prevention and control measures compared 

to the onset of the pandemic (Haktanir et al., 2022). Epidemic fatigue also 

manifests in the negative psychology of depression and loss that people be-

gin to experience as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, making them feel 

emotionally drained and unable to work effectively (Vindegaard & Benros, 

2020). This fatigue emerges gradually as exposure to the Covid-19 pandemic 

becomes longer and is also influenced by personal emotions and experienc-

es as well as cultural, social, and governmental systems (WHO, 2020).
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In the face of new challenges in the post-Covid-19 pandemic era, munici-

pal media across China have adopted a variety of tools, such as publishing 

authoritative news and regulating platforms, in an attempt to scientifically 

and effectively guide social psychology (Li et al., 2021). In China, there are 

close to 300 prefectures, and the local media are particularly “caught in 

the middle:” there are nearly 100 central and provincial-level media out-

lets at the top and thousands of county-level integrated media centres at 

the bottom. In urban grassroots work, municipal media, with a “local” 

focus, hold the important position of disseminating news and public opin-

ion, acting as the hub of upward and downward communication. They 

serve the municipal government and the people, and they are a key force 

in combating negative social psychology (Mao, 2022). In the post-Covid-19 

pandemic era, in the face of sudden public events, local media formed a 

rapid response, comprehensive communication and mobilization network 

(Mao, 2022). Mao (2022) proposed that the mainstream media in this period 

pay particular attention to audience psychology, find empathy points, and 

pay attention to the feelings and needs of the audience after information 

is disseminated. Media outlets should change the one-way dissemination 

of information to a two-way interaction dynamic, answer questions in a 

timely manner, solve problems and help relieve negative emotions. At the 

same time, Yu (2021) proposed that local media should effectively integrate 

various media resources and production factors to achieve the integration 

and interoperability of information content, technology applications, plat-

forms and terminals, and management means, to guide public opinion in 

the post-epidemic era.

In recent years, the Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group in Zhejiang Province 

has been building a mainstream media fusion circle adapted to the regional 

centre of the southern gate of the Yangtze River Delta. Its fusion develop-

ment experience has been included in the case series edited by People’s 

Daily and the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, which is regarded as a 

“national fusion model”. During the new Covid-19 pandemic in Wenzhou, 
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Zhejiang Province in August 2022, Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group used 

a digital newspaper, a website, a Weibo account, a WeChat official account 

and a news app to integrate resources and build an omnimedia communi-

cation strategy for anti-Covid-19 pandemic publicity in an incremental and 

continuous manner, creating a “news+service” social governance model, 

and guiding public opinion. It has played a crucial role in guiding public 

opinion and soothing emotions, and it is a model for local media in alleviat-

ing the negative social psychology of the public (Cao, 2022).

This paper takes Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group’s omnimedia news re-

port in August as a specific case, and explores how local media can set up 

content to guide public opinion in the post-Covid-19 pandemic era when 

faced with unexpected public events, through content analysis and in-depth 

interviews. This paper also raises the question: what is the role of public 

opinion in guiding social psychology in the post-Covid-19 pandemic era? By 

exploring the important role of news and public opinion, this paper hopes 

to provide new ideas and methods for the regulation and guidance of social 

psychology in the post-Covid-19 pandemic era.

Constructive news originating from the West has its specific historical and 

cultural background, which is not fully applicable to the practice of jour-

nalism in China (Wang & Yang, 2022). In the past, most of the studies on 

the social psychology of Chinese local media took constructive news as an 

entry point for theoretical analysis, with a small number of studies and a 

lack of empirical research (Xu et al., 2022). With the continuous innovation 

of news products, the ways in which the media use different communica-

tion content and forms to influence social psychology have not been widely 

studied yet. This paper takes as its research context the general background 

that the Covid-19 pandemic is on its way out, and explores the role of local 

media outlet Wenzhou Daily in using the omnimedia pattern to alleviate 

negative social psychology and stabilize public opinion with empirical re-

search, which can fill some of the gaps in current research.
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Methodology

Sample

This study includes news reports containing the string “pandemic,” pub-

lished between August 1, 2022 and September 30, 2022 on the Wenzhou 

Daily digital newspaper, its WeChat official account, WeChat channel, or 

Douyin account (Chinese version of Tiktok). The above time period was cho-

sen based on the following considerations: before the outbreak on August 

13, Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, had been free of Covid-19 cases for a long 

period of time, and it was then successfully “cleared” after the next round of 

the Covid-19 pandemic. Therefore, this time period can cover a complete cy-

cle of responding to the outbreak. The four aforementioned platforms were 

selected based on the following considerations: (1) they are the main com-

munication platforms of Wenzhou Daily, with a certain scale and strong 

influence; (2) they have a wide audience, high authority and strong credibil-

ity; and (3) they have many reports on the Covid-19 pandemic.

Data analysis

The included news were analysed using the mixed content analysis meth-

od. Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) define mixed methods as an approach 

that revolves around “collecting, analysing and mixing both quantitative 

and qualitative data in a single study or series of studies.” This can provide 

a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon than each of the 

methods would do separately. The news items that met the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria were read in full, and Excel tables were used to extract 

surface features such as time of coverage, source of coverage, and platform 

of coverage on a piece-by-piece basis. Frequency and composition ratios 

were used for statistical purposes. The subject matter of the reports refers 

to the main content of the news reports, and the qualitative analysis was 

conducted on the subject matter of the report topics included in the articles. 

Qualitative analysis includes the following steps: (i) reading the reports;  
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(ii) identifying and coding their themes; (iii) categorizing similar codes; and 

(iv) forming report theme categories.

In this study, the following measures were taken to ensure the quality of 

the study: (i) in report screening, two researchers independently screened 

the reports according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria, and reached 

consensus through discussion when they encountered differences; (ii) in 

the process of data extraction and analysis, an Excel table was used to ex-

tract basic information and image themes article by article to ensure the 

transparency of the analysis process; (iii) in the coding processes, two re-

searchers discussed any differences in their coding as needed to reach a 

consensus. The incidence of each code was then counted, and the data were 

expressed as frequencies and percentages.

This study also included in-depth interviews with seven reporters and edi-

tors from Wenzhou Daily, hoping that this research method would help find 

answers to the questions raised in the content analysis and uncover the logic 

behind regulating social psychology with news production. We believe that 

such micro-level in-depth interviews can provide a more diverse individual 

experience and paint a more comprehensive picture of media practices for 

us. In the selection of interviewees, we tried to cover representative media 

professionals from different functional departments of Wenzhou Daily, and 

with different positions and roles in the outlet. A corresponding interview 

outline was designed around the research questions, identifying the main 

questions and framework. Prior to each formal interview, the interviewer 

made adjustments to the script according to the department and the job 

and position held by the interviewee. The basic information of the selected 

interviewees is presented in the table below. To ensure the confidentiality 

of the interviewees’ personal identities and professional backgrounds, their 

names and positions have been anonymized:
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Table1 - Information About Interviewees

Serial 
Number 

Name Position Years of 
Experience

Contact Method

1 Zhang Reporter 7 years WeChat phone interview

2 Liu Editor 16 years WeChat phone interview

3 Lin Editor 11years WeChat phone interview

4 Zhuang Reporter 3 years In-person interview

5 Dong Reporter 4 years WeChat phone interview

6 Sun Editor 15 years WeChat text interview

7 Zhu Editor 15 years In-person interview

Results

From August 1, 2022 to September 31, 2022, a total of 403 Wenzhou Daily 

news reports were identified for this paper, and 310 news articles were 

obtained after eliminating repeated reports. Their digital newspaper plat-

form published the highest frequency of Covid-19 pandemic-related reports 

(37.2%). In the WeChat public platform, this number was slightly lower 

(36.0%). The number of reports peaked in August during the outbreak peri-

od, with most reports appearing on the digital newspaper platform (74.0%) 

and the WeChat official account (72.4%), and less frequently on the WeChat 

channel (14.6%) and Douyin account (12.2%). The thematic characteristics of 

the reports in each story were summarized, and a total of 14 typical codes 

were formed. After comparing and categorizing, 6 report themes were gen-

erated. The typical codes and report theme categorization are shown in 

Table 2.
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Table 2 - Typical Codes and Report Topics

Themes Number 
of articles 
published 

Coding Representative quotes

Supervision 
news

7
(2.3%)

Reporters’ 
secret visits

Are epidemic prevention and control measures 
in places where parents and students congregate 
during the summer vacation up to standard? 
Some places need to fill in the loopholes in strict 
management.
Epidemic prevention measures still need to be 
put in place, this reporter found in the city’s 
confined entertainment venues.

Keep an eye 
on the sentinel 
site

Wenzhou: more than 3,100 pharmacies 
dispensed new coronavirus antigen detection 
reagents.

Covid-19 
pandemic 
notification

65
(21.0%)

Infection 
notification

Notification found 1 case of positive infection of 
Covid-19 in centralised isolation site.
Interpretation of five generations of cases within 
6 days, the first encounter with this variant 
strain in Zhejiang! Epidemic update / Epidemic 
notification.

Nucleic acid 
test result 
notification

3 days 1 test! Wenzhou: many places released the 
latest epidemic notification.

Covid-19 
pandemic 
notification of 
other regions

54
(17.4%)

Notification of 
infected areas 
in the province

14 new positive cases in Yiwu, 235 cumulative 
cases reported in Hainan! Wenzhou CDC issues 
an important reminder.

Notification 
of Covid-19 
pandemic 
areas outside 
the province

Hainan outbreak has exceeded 1,800 cases, 99% 
of infected people have the same characteristics! 
This type of behaviour up to 5 million fines.

New measures 
introduced

136
(43.9%)

Leadership 
work 
deployment

Municipal Government Deploys Epidemic 
Prevention and Control Work - Scientific and 
precise construction of a tight line of defence for 
epidemic prevention and control.
Zhang Zhenfeng inspects and guides the work of 
epidemic prevention and control - Implementing 
Prevention and Control Measures to Build a Tight 
Line of Defence.

Response 
policies and 
measures

Spread the word! Nucleic Acid Sampling Sites in 
Lucheng District.

Expert 
analysis and 
reminders

The city disease control experts analyse the 
current epidemic prevention and control 
situation - Do a good job of nucleic acid testing to 
guard the first line of defence.
CDC issues an important alert - Enhance the 
knowledge of epidemic prevention and less 
gathering.
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Answering 
questions

23
(7.4%)

Medical 
experts 
answer 
questions

Why are some people mildly and pedestrians 
critically ill with the Covid-19 infection? Chinese 
medicine experts explain that it has to do with 
each person’s body.

Government 
departments 
answer 
questions on 
policy

Why do you need at least 1 nucleic acid test every 
5 days? Here comes the answer!
Can nucleic acid test points be increased? Can it 
be delayed? Can the elderly and pregnant women 
price first test? The epidemic-related consultation 
12345 hotline received more than 220,000 pieces 
in half a month.

“Soft” stories 25
(8.1%)

Medical staff 
in the front 
line to fight 
the Covid-19 
pandemic

Under the high temperature, they are sweating 
in protective clothing.
They are fighting on the front line to pay tribute 
to the love of their hearts on Physicians’ Day.

People fight 
against the 
Covid-19 
pandemic 
voluntarily

Pingyang, the calm “silence”.
The third day of silence: the story of three 
control areas.

The 
government’s 
care and help

Suddenly quarantined, what should we do if 
we don’t have enough supplies? This kind of 
epidemic-related problems solved.
Yueqing Epidemic Prevention and Control 
Reserve Brigade strikes - Helping health care 
workers share the burden and speeding up 
sampling.

WeChat, as the most frequently used social software by Chinese people, 

has become an important place for official media information dissemination 

at all levels. During the outbreak period in August, the topics of Wenzhou 

Daily’s articles on its WeChat official account mainly involved news intro-

ducing response and adaptation measures (41.9%) and information about 

the Covid-19 pandemic (33.3%), etc. In early September, when the Covid-19 

pandemic was in decline in the area, news articles mainly focused on infor-

mation about the status of the Covid-19 pandemic in other regions (40.0%) 

and information introducing response and adaptation measures (30.0%).

Wenzhou Daily’s WeChat Channel and Douyin account mainly focused 

on disseminating short video news, and the two platforms were basically 

updated simultaneously. Wenzhou Daily’s short video Covid-19 pandemic 
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news mainly focused on epidemic notification (88.6%) and soft stories 

(11.4%). Among them, the Covid-19 pandemic bulletin tended to adopt the 

form of “large print” in terms of dissemination.

In August, at the height of the pandemic, Wenzhou Daily published news on 

a variety of topics on its digital newspaper platform, including articles intro-

ducing measures (63.1%), soft stories (19.8%), articles answering questions 

(10.8%), Covid-19 pandemic notification (9.0%) and supervision news (4.5%), 

covering various aspects of Covid-19 pandemic prevention and control. The 

main topics of news articles released in September were the notification 

of Covid-19 pandemic in the city and other regions (46.2%) and news intro-

ducing response and adaptation measures (33.3%), which presented a more 

homogeneous news content and decreased the frequency of news releases 

because it was in the decline of the Covid-19 pandemic in this region.

Figure 1. Percent Contribution of Each Theme to the Total Topic Mentions, Pooled 

across Entire Study Timeline
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Discussion

Based on the above data analysis and in-depth internal interviews with 

practitioners from Wenzhou Daily, we can conclude that there were differ-

ences in the subject and quantity of news reports in Wenzhou Daily during 

different periods of the epidemic. The newspaper tried to positively regulate 

and guide social psychology by means of empathic reporting, differentiated 

platform usage and a “news + service” model.

Coping with group vicarious traumatization: empathic reporting

Setting the agendas of non-local epidemic area to heal trauma

After entering the post-Covid-19 pandemic era, Wenzhou was in a 

non-Covid-19 pandemic outbreak period for most of the time under anal-

ysis. However, news reports of outbreaks in other local areas around the 

country flooded the Internet, which could easily trigger the group vicari-

ous traumatization of Wenzhou citizens. When Wenzhou was still part of 

the non-key regions in Covid-19 pandemic prevention and control, Wenzhou 

Daily Newspaper Group not only released official authoritative information 

such as real-time data of the Covid-19 pandemic and government decisions 

and arrangements, but also released information about the Covid-19 pan-

demic in other pandemic areas in high volume. For example, before and 

after the August epidemic in Wenzhou, the Wenzhou Daily WeChat official 

account published a series of reports on Yiwu, Hangzhou, Taizhou, Hainan 

and other areas: “33 new cases in Yiwu, the whole city implements tem-

porary control! Wenzhou CDC issued an important reminder...;” “5,000 

people rush to Hainan! Full nucleic acid testing! All flights at Sanya airport 

cancelled;” “Yiwu added 11 cases, Tibet accumulated 160+1,326, Urumqi 

static management time extended again… National epidemic update notice;” 

“Hangzhou epidemic prevention and control command issued an emergen-

cy notice to announce the activity trajectory of positive people;” “Taizhou 

Wailing found 1 positive case, had taken the moving train via Wenzhou 

south, Yueqing,” etc.
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From a geographical point of view, Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group’s re-

ports on non-local Covid-19 pandemic areas are mainly divided into two 

categories. One category of articles focuses on the Covid-19 pandemic in oth-

er urban areas of Zhejiang Province, such as Yiwu, Hangzhou and Taizhou. 

These areas have a strong correlation with Wenzhou, thus their Covid-19 

pandemic infections are more likely to have an impact on Wenzhou. This 

way of preventing crises at all times enhanced Wenzhou citizens’ aware-

ness of the potential dangers of the surrounding environment, and alleviated 

their anxiety and panic caused by the fear of being affected by the Covid-19 

pandemic in other regions and vicarious trauma psychology.

The second category of news reports is about areas outside the province 

with major Covid-19 pandemic, such as Hainan and Xizang. People con-

struct their cognition of various situations and problems in real life through 

news reports, while news media can influence people’s judgment and evalu-

ation of reality by setting agendas. Editors Liu and Sun said, in news articles 

about affected areas, that Wenzhou Daily often first objectively showed the 

present situation of the local Covid-19 pandemic, and then especially em-

phasized the local government’s timely and effective response measures 

and authoritative interpretation by experts. Finally, the newspaper set up a 

section in which to show some compelling and heart-warming stories and 

support initiatives from all over the country. The narrative logic of “current 

situation + response + warmth” is the most typical structure used when 

Wenzhou Daily reports on other Covid-19 pandemic areas, and it is regarded 

as a timely adaptation to public opinion. This may make Wenzhou citizens 

believe that the local government and people are capable of containing the 

spread of the novel coronavirus pandemic in a timely and effective manner, 

gathering more social consensus, dispelling the negative public sentiment 

accumulated in cyberspace, and reducing the psychological harm of group 

vicarious traumatization to the public.
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Explore heartwarming stories to rebuild social confidence

Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group pays attention to heartwarming stories 

on the front line of the battle against the epidemic. When the Covid-19 pan-

demic hit Wenzhou in mid-August, many areas in Pingyang County became 

medium, high-risk areas. This coincided with a time of high population 

movement such as students returning to school and the peak tourist sea-

son. The strict lockdown policy in Pingyang County caused many people 

in non-Covid-19 affected areas in Wenzhou to have similar anxiety, panic 

and other vicarious traumatization. The Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group 

published high volumes of soft stories with strong appeal, vividly record-

ing the hard work of government leaders, medical staff and other people 

on the front line of the battle against the epidemic, as well as the active 

cooperation of the public. For example, on August 19, the WeChat official 

account of Wenzhou Daily published the news “Doctors’ day without holi-

days! They pay tribute to the profession they love by fighting on the front 

line,” showing the anti-epidemic stories of three doctors of different gen-

ders and ages, an article which was widely shared on WeChat. “We medical 

staff are duty-bound to fight the epidemic. We will go where it is needed.” 

The use of direct quotes conveys to the public the determination of medical 

workers to fight against the Covid-19 pandemic, which is conducive to eas-

ing the anxiety of the public during the epidemic. Wenzhou Daily released 

an article on August 21: “Pingyang silence at the scene on the third day, 

three letters of centralization of the story.” It focused on people’s life in the 

lockdown zones and the scenes of resistance to disease. News stories told 

from the perspective of volunteers and quarantined people conveyed the 

idea of all kinds of people working together to fight the epidemic and enjoy 

happiness in the midst of hardship, thus transmitting positive emotions to 

the public. Reporter Dong said: “These stories are very relatable and may 

seem like small things, but they are the things that people care about in 

their daily lives.” This article was widely spread on WeChat and reached 

over 10 thousand views. 
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From the start of the COVID-19 outbreak on August 13, touching stories 

were not been very popular until the August 19. For example, on August 22, 

the online Wenzhou Daily newspaper published five news articles related to 

heartwarming anti-Covid-19 pandemic stories, while from August 13 to 18 

only three heartwarming stories were released. This means that, in the ear-

ly stage of the outbreak, official media focused more on news of the rapid 

response to the Covid-19 pandemic, such as government decrees and popu-

larization of Covid-19 pandemic prevention and control. When the Covid-19 

pandemic initially became controlled in the lockdown area, reporter Zhuang 

and editors Sun and Zhu said in the in-depth interview that they quickly 

focused on the social psychological construction of the public, to rebuild 

social trust with the “true love in the crisis”, and enhance people’s ability to 

overcome the Covid-19 pandemic by building a sunny, positive and harmo-

nious social opinion environment. The social opinion environment was built 

to strengthen people’s belief that they would overcome the Covid-19 pan-

demic. It is easy to empathize with people inside and outside the Covid-19 

pandemic area with such optimistic and positive strokes, thus forming an 

optimistic social psychology and compensating for psychological trauma.

Coping with news avoidance – differentiated platform strategy

In the face of widespread audiences’ avoidance of news related to Covid-19, 

Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group tried to make audiences return to man-

aging news from avoiding news by building a differentiated media platform. 

Editor Liu’s statement confirms this point.

Editor Liu: “Actually, we have been exploring new paths. In the past, we 

used to do paper versions. After moving to the online platforms, many 

new problems emerged. Many times, the same article was published 

across different platforms with almost the same content and few people 

read it. Now it’s better. We now publish different content for different 

platforms. For example, content posted on WeChat is shorter and closer 

to people’s lives. However, some political subjects are still published in 

the newspaper.”
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In today’s omnimedia communication pattern, in which traditional newspa-

pers are gradually dropping out of view, e-newspapers are still an important 

position for Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group to play the advantages of par-

ty newspapers. In their e-newspaper, Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group 

published high-density and high-frequency reports to describe the contain-

ment conditions during the Covid-19 pandemic, to introduce new policies 

and measures, including but not limited to authoritative expert commen-

tary, policy decisions and arrangements, notification of the local Covid-19 

pandemic situation, and to provide live coverage, etc. For example, the 

e-newspaper ran the article “Liu Xiaotao and Zhang Zhenfeng guide deploy-

ment of epidemic prevention and control work: to gain control fast and win 

the battle against the epidemic.” “City disease control experts explain the 

omicron BA.5.2 variant: prevention through three pieces of protection is 

still the most effective protective measure.” 

In the omnimedia communication pattern, based on the views of pieces on 

different platforms, WeChat is the most important social media for people, 

and its news content is read more frequently. Editor Lin said: “WeChat is 

our main platform for publishing news reports. With so many news re-

ports every day, only selected few can be published on the public account. 

Usually, they are sorted out in the evening and pushed to users together.” 

WeChat subscriptions are divided into Official Accounts mainly focused on 

text and Channels mainly focused on short videos. Unlike e-newspapers, 

which focus on “hard news,” the WeChat Wenzhou Daily official account 

pays more attention to social and psychological construction, post-disaster 

recovery and reconstruction issues, and mostly adopts the “soft news” re-

porting method. While the e-newspaper does not include any information 

on other areas, the WeChat official account responded to social concerns 

first of all, using the narrative logic of “current situation + response meas-

ures + warmth” to report on the Covid-19 pandemic situation in other areas, 

using positive cases from other areas to provide citizens with confidence.

The official account for Wenzhou Daily pays special attention to this restor-

ative narrative, which captures the stories of efforts to recover and rebuild 
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life, expressing strength, potential, healing or growth, such as the article 

“Pingyang gradually ‘unseals’ and restores ‘flow’ | Yi Chuan is on the spot,” 

constructing a picture of a world full of optimism and hope. In addition, 

their WeChat official account also pays attention to minority communities 

such as the elderly, children or pregnant women. For example, it published 

articles like “How do old people and children who have no cell phone to 

check the nucleic acid report in Wenzhou get by? Click here→” “Children 

are generally susceptible to omicron variant. Experts remind parents to take 

their children to confined places as little as possible.” Such news response 

to social concerns undoubtedly helped stabilise group emotions. Li (2021) 

found that young people who like soft news may find it more through social 

relations and friends on social media, while young people who like hard 

news may prefer to actively seek out their news consumption. Reporter 

Zhang said that the agenda setting of digital newspapers and WeChat offi-

cial accounts is different. More practical and actionable news information 

will be published on social media with high user reach rates, as well as 

news stories full of warmth and hope that will increase the frequency of 

users’ encounter consumption of news and reduce avoidance behaviours. 

Editor Sun ’s statement confirms this point.

Since everyone uses WeChat the most, we publish a lot of news reports 

there. We try to publish news reports that are useful and interesting 

to people. For example, news reports about how the elderly and chil-

dren use health codes and how to wear masks are very popular. We 

publish these types of news reports the most on WeChat because people 

like them. 

So, we thought people would be more interested in the news reports 

we published on Douyin and Weibo because they were in video format. 

But it turns out that people are not very interested in them. Maybe 

everyone is used to using WeChat and doesn’t want to switch to other 

platforms yet.
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On short video platforms such as WeChat Channel and Douyin, the quantity 

and frequency of news released by Wenzhou Daily was significantly lower 

than that of e-newspapers and official accounts, and news articles mainly 

focused on the Covid-19 pandemic notification. The articles in the WeChat 

official account often use the form of “text + picture + short video” to release 

news, where the type and content of the short video is far richer than those 

in the short video platform. In our interview with Editor Sun, we learned 

that rather than a pure short video release platform, Wenzhou Daily pays 

more attention to increasing the transmission power and appeal of news 

by promoting deep integration and building smart media, to reduce news 

avoidance by users because of a single boring form of news report.

According to the above analysis, the Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group has 

differentiated agenda setting and reporting methods for their e-newspapers, 

WeChat official account, short video platforms and other multimedia plat-

forms, creating a multi-dimensional news service system, which provides 

an opportunity for users to return to news management behaviour from 

avoiding news. News users can proactively access different types of news 

by changing their news consumption platform to manage their exposure 

to news. The conflict between platform attributes and user needs can be 

alleviated or even resolved, and the news avoidance dilemma of users can 

be solved.

Alleviating Covid-19 pandemic fatigue: “news + service” model

In order to ensure the orderly progress of Covid-19 pandemic prevention 

and control, and to understand and answer the public’s confusion in a time-

ly manner, Wenzhou Daily launched the “Wenzhou Online Government 

Platform”, which played an important role in building a bridge between 

the government and the public during the Covid-19 pandemic in August. 

Ordinary people can ask questions, supervise and make suggestions on the 

platform, and get “point-to-point” answers and replies from government 

personnel. At the same time, Wenzhou Daily will transfer representative 

questions to the WeChat official account with the same name: “Wenzhou 
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Online Government Platform.” According to the information presentation 

(as shown in the table below), the platform reported more frequently in 

August. The platform responded to 34 questions related to the Covid-19 pan-

demic, including 73.5% on Covid-19 pandemic prevention policies, 8.8% on 

the Covid-19 pandemic situation and 17.6% on public suggestions. An official 

account with the same name published eight articles from August 1 to 31, 

including an undercover investigation on social Covid-19 pandemic preven-

tion and control, as well as responses to quarantine, nucleic acid testing, 

and the “digital divide” of the Covid-19 pandemic among the elderly. From 

September 1 to 30, a total of 4 articles were published, mainly relating to 

quarantine policy. September was the declining period of this stage of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, so the attention of the Wenzhou online political inquiry 

platform on the Covid-19 pandemic was gradually reduced, and the content 

was more focused on answering various policy questions about the entry of 

foreign people into Wenzhou.

Table 2. Epidemy-related News on the Wenzhou Online Government Platform  

between August and September

Date Title

8-10 Investigations in secret | Negative nucleic acid proof within 72 hours, have key 
places in Wenzhou been inspected?

8-11 Investigations in secret | Are epidemic prevention and control measures in 
place in areas where students gather during summer vacation? The reporter 
visited and found...

8-12 Investigations in secret | Gym, internet cafe... Have the epidemic prevention 
measures in closed indoor places been implemented in place in Wenzhou?

8-19 Investigations in secret | The pandemic is serious. Does Wenzhou public 
transportation work well as a “gatekeeper”?

8-23 Can a street quarantine notice be issued? How to deal with the delay of 
the nucleic acid test? Does the temperature return from Yiwu need to be 
controlled? 

8-25 Should low-risk areas also be quarantined? What about the cost of quarantine? 
Does one need proof of travel from Pingyang Shuitou to Ouhai? There’s an 
answer!

https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/_T2O1xiFzbEU3Z_tWtSjmA
https://mp.weixin.qq.com/s/_T2O1xiFzbEU3Z_tWtSjmA
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8-27 When will Wolong town of Pingyang lift lockdown? How do the elderly travel 
without a smartphone to check the code? The department replied!

8-31 How to inquire the nucleic acid testing places in Lucheng district? When can 
country garden property certificate be done? This is the department’s response!

9-7 Do I need to be quarantined when I return from Shanghai Pudong in mid-
autumn? Why are the streetlights on Sanjiang avenue not lit? There are 
answers to these questions!

9-11 How to nucleic acid test for the elderly without smart phones, Fujian Sanming 
city back to isolatation? The department replied!

9-14 Do I need to quarantine when I return to Wenzhou from Chengdu, Tibet, 
Guizhou, etc.?

9-20 Do I need to quarantine when I return to Wenzhou from Xinjiang, Chengdu? 
What should I do if sitting on a risky flight? Department replied...

Wenzhou Online Government Platform paid more attention to the elderly. 

On Aug. 27, Wenzhou Online Government Platform replied to the question 

of whether the elderly without smartphones could take the high-speed train: 

“Passengers can use the health code to enter the South Railway Station and 

take the bullet train. However, since the elderly do not have smartphones, 

it is not recommended that they go to other places alone.” Wenzhou Daily 

made a detailed and rigorous reply to this question and put forward the 

solution from the angle of government and media in the end.

After discovering the government’s absence of notification about nucleic 

acid testing information, Lucheng District Health Bureau specially replied 

on the Wenzhou Online Government Platform on August 31 that it would 

continue to update the nucleic acid sampling site information in Lucheng 

District on this platform, and also listed the operator and the person who 

carried out the initiative at the response end, as well as the contact num-

ber for the public to use, showing the seriousness and authority of this 

measure. Faced with the uncertainty of Covid-19 pandemic prevention and 

control, people often felt confused and at a loss. When individuals are high-

ly intolerant of uncertainty, their ability and motivation to take necessary 

precautions to protect themselves may be reduced (Haktanir et al, 2022). In 

the development stage of the Covid-19 pandemic, Wenzhou Daily was able 
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to respond to the public’s doubts quickly, accurately and efficiently, provid-

ing authoritative and effective solutions to the public, which was conducive 

to easing the public’s uncertainty about Covid-19 pandemic prevention and 

control and avoiding the decline of the public’s willingness to comply with 

Covid-19 pandemic prevention policies.

In general, Wenzhou Daily acts as a propaganda tool of the municipal govern-

ment to create the model of “News + Service,” which effectively answered 

questions for the public, reduced the negative impact of uncertain informa-

tion on the Covid-19 pandemic as much as possible, and achieved the orderly 

progress of Covid-19 pandemic prevention and control strategies.

Local media’s specific strategies for adjusting social psychology in the 
post-Covid-19 pandemic era

Actively integrating the two public opinion fields to change public perception

The “official public opinion field” refers to the field of public opinion as it 

is facilitated and controlled by official institutions, while the “public opin-

ion field” refers to the field of public opinion as it is naturally existing 

and formed by the people (Tong,2012). The former contains the will and 

thoughts of the people in power, while the latter often represents public 

opinion, which is not authoritative but still has a great influence among 

people. In the post-Covid-19 pandemic era, where specific interests of the 

public are involved, the official public opinion field and the public opinion 

field sometimes contradict each other, which makes the public opinion 

guidance function of the official media face a “crisis of trust” to a certain 

extent. In order to build a good public opinion environment and make the 

mainstream public opinion prevail, the official media should actively blend 

and overlap the two opinion fields together (Long,2021). Local media should 

pay more attention to the hot issues of public opinion that both the party 

and the people are concerned about, expand their influence through ten-

dentious and selective news reports and public opinion communication to 

form mainstream public opinion, and become the core force in the field of 
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public opinion. In the post-Covid-19 pandemic era, when new local Covid-19 

pandemics do not often break out, the official public opinion field of the 

government and the public opinion field are easily separated due to the role 

of group vicarious traumatization. Local media should not turn a blind eye 

to these difficulties as well as hot issues, and instead they should take the 

initiative to learn more about the situation of the Covid-19 pandemic in other 

pandemic areas, gather and strengthen the mainstream public opinion in 

a targeted way, so as to help the public solve their doubts and identify the 

direction, playing a role in stabilizing the hearts and minds of the people 

and the situation.

Constructing a positive public opinion environment and cultivating learned 

optimism

Learned Optimism is a concept developed from “learned helplessness” 

and refers to the idea that optimism can be acquired through learning. 

According to Tiger’s definition of “optimism” (1979), optimism is a kind of 

“evaluation that can bring oneself the social expectation of appointment”, 

which emphasizes positive thinking as the core cognitive approach, with 

“positive cognitive evaluations” as its core element (Scheier & Carver, 1993). 

Faced with disaster and crisis in the post-Covid-19 pandemic era, social 

negative emotions are generally on the rise. Official local media should 

perceive the social psychological changes of the public in time to actively 

create a positive public opinion environment. To be specific, official media 

should actively use “positive thinking”, report on “soft news” to restore so-

cial confidence, and guide the public to be more inclined to see the bright 

side when encountering negative events and to think in a correct way (Lei & 

Hou, 2022). For example, by reporting on the hard work of government and 

medical personnel who are fighting against the Covid-19 pandemic and the 

people’s active cooperation with the epidemic npolicy, the public will change 

their perspective from the negative event of “epidemic outbreak” and focus 

their attention on the post-disaster recovery and reconstruction work with 

positive emotions, and pay more attention to how to improve, enhance and 
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take advantage of the region. This way of positive expression of negative 

events can change users’ cognition and judgment to a certain extent, allevi-

ate their fear and anxiety, and cultivate learned optimism.

Responding to public needs and boosting public confidence in epidemic 

prevention

After years of integration and accumulation, while making news bigger and 

stronger, media at all levels have also begun to advance into the service 

field, using artificial intelligence, big data and other technologies to launch 

a series of intimate and high-quality services, which have become part of 

an important transformation strategy for them and an important way to go 

beyond the function of traditional news media (General Office of the Central 

Committee of the Communist Party of China, 2020).

Through this platform, the government can quickly and accurately under-

stand the various problems and difficulties faced by the people, and respond 

in a timely manner. People can also get more personalised responses online. 

This research found that across many political inquiries, the government 

departments would reply to questions including the contact information for 

the person in charge of the subject at hand, in order to better serve the 

public and solve their problems. Through the checking and disclosure of 

the media, more important and widely concerning issues tend to get moret 

exposure, which not only allows the public to get direct access to the de-

partments and agencies that they can turn for help without having to search 

through massive amounts of information, but also greatly improves the effi-

ciency of government services.

By expanding the “News + Service” model, local media should further 

strengthen users’ thinking and technology empowerment. Attention should 

be paid to connecting users and establishing cooperative links with func-

tional departments to improve the convenience of services. At the same 

time, the government and media should build the service processes and om-

nimedia planning mechanism to promote the implementation of the “news 



The impact of local media on social psychology in an “infodemic”  
context: take Wenzhou Daily Newspaper Group as an example166

+ service” format, shorten the interval between questions and replies as 

much as possible, collect questions and reply regularly every day.

Conclusion

Since the outbreak of Covid-19 in 2019, public opinion on the Covid-19 pan-

demic has had a permanent impact on social psychology everywhere. The 

more important the emergency, the more there is a need to actively grasp 

the initiative of news reporting and occupying the heights of public opin-

ion. Therefore, in the face of major public health emergencies, constructive 

news with positive psychology become particularly important. In the con-

text of media convergence, Wenzhou Daily used empathic reports focusing 

on their local area and other locations during the Covid-19 pandemic to 

reduce group vicarious traumatization. It used differentiated operation of 

each media platform content to empower audiences from avoiding news 

to managing news, and it innovated the “news+service” model to ease the 

Covid-19 pandemic mentality. These innovations in content and form pro-

vide guidance based on experience for prefecture-level media outlets to face 

the communicational challenges brought by the Covid-19 infodemic. 
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The “four-level” media structure is a characteristic 

system of the Communist Party of China’s press (jour-

nalism) and public opinion work. Local media is the part 

of the structure that is closest to the people, and it is not 

only an important channel for the government to know 

the public’s interests, but also to guide public opinion. 

The importance of local media was further emphasised 

during the Covid-19 pandemic.

In the prevention and control of the epidemic, grassroots 

party organizations played a very relevant role fighting 

against Covid-19. The Communist Party of China became 

aware of the positive role of local media in portraying 

the pioneering responsibilities of party members. This 

can encourage the public to fight Covid-19 together and 

boost public confidence in the future.

How can the pioneering role of party members be seen 

and noticed by the people, between actual action and 

media presentation? Local media have seized on the 

core principle that “Party members and cadres are role 

models for the masses” (Zeng, 2005). They have estab-

lished a set of reporting models that focus on positive 

images and good qualities of party members, such as 

their hard work and dedication, which have gradually 

become a source of power to unite and inspire people 

(Wu, 2015). In these reports, local media also interacted 
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with the central media, provincial media and other media at all levels in a 

continuous manner (Cai, 2023). In these processes, the regional character-

istics of local media have been preserved.

Through a quantitative content analysis of Zhanjiang’s local media coverage, 

supplemented by in-depth interviews, we seek to understand the reporting 

and organizational style of local media during this pandemic, as well as the 

effectiveness and characteristics of party image building. These can help us 

better understand how local media used this strategy to appease the public 

during the pandemic.

Literature Review

The role of the media in constructing the image of party members

Research on domestic pandemic coverage in China shows that health com-

munication is the main focus in a public health emergency. Huang and Dong 

(2011) studied news reports related to the outbreak of Influenza A (H1N1) 

for one year using content analysis and found imbalances in: 1) the ratio 

of knowledge-oriented to news-oriented articles; 2) the ratio of factual to 

value-based information; 3) the ratio of official to private issues. They also 

proposed a reporting strategy for new and sudden outbreaks of infectious 

diseases. Meng (2021) analysed the coverage of AIDS themes in the People’s 

Daily and found two shifts in the mainstream newspaper media: 1) the topic 

shifted from negative information to health popularization, and 2) the me-

dia attitude changed from a “they” that excluded the “infected,” to a “we” 

who fight AIDS together. This showed the leading role of mainstream media 

in building public awareness in health communication.

As for the research on the construction of party members’ image and relat-

ed discourse system, Li and Zhao (2020) proposed that mainstream media 

played a positive guiding role in portraying political and cultural party 

members’ images. They selected reports on poverty-alleviation stationed 

cadres as the subject of analysis and inferred the communication strategy 

behind the stories in role, content, method and system positioning.
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Xia and Zhang (2007) analysed the image of party members and elites in 

mainstream newspaper news in China from 1979 to 2005 and found that 

there is a separation in the framing of news coverage of party members, 

economic elites such as entrepreneurs and academic ones such as scholars. 

Party members were presented more as dedicated and diligent while elites 

were portrayed more prominently as capable and intelligent. Less than 

10% of party members were depicted as elites. Wang (2012) compared how 

Chinese and foreign party magazines constructed the image of CPC mem-

bers. Zhu and Huang (2020) studied the discourse system structure of party 

members and party organization construction through a discourse based 

on the historical construction and organization of the party. There are also 

some scholars who seek the path of image construction of CPC members 

from film works: Guan (2012) took the image of Communist Party member 

Qu Qiubai in the film Autumn of Baihua as an example to analyse the image 

construction of senior CPC members in a postmodern perspective.

At present, there are fewer studies investigating local media in the context 

of the pandemic. Most of them focus on the pandemic prevention and con-

trol publicity model. As an example one might consider the work of Long 

(2020), based on his experience in Yongchuan District News Agency, and of 

Liu (2020), based on his experience in Jiangyin Integrated Media Centre, 

proposing a strategy on local media transformation, integration and de-

velopment. Luo and Chen (2020) looked at how the Guangxi Daily Media 

Group was able to break through the “last mile” of information dissemina-

tion for pandemic prevention and control with Guangxi Integrated media. 

There are few studies focusing on the shaping of party members’ image 

during the epidemic and, in most studies, the attribute of party mem-

bers is not the centre of attention, but rather one of the characteristics of 

a certain group. For example, when studying the media image of medical 

personnel during the epidemic, Cui (2020) coded “whether they are par-

ty members” as one of the dimensions of character attributes. Chen et al. 

(2022) compared the textual frameworks of the People’s Daily and Shanghai 

news reports and found that central and local media coordinated to have a 
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positive effect on the panel prevention and control blockade through their 

continuous coverage of community self-government. Other studies on the 

image of party members during the epidemic period focus more on summa-

rising discourse strategies, and entail less empirical research (Tian, 2020; 

Wang, 2020; Zhang, 2021).

Research questions

This study intends to examine the construction of party members’ images 

in Zhanjiang local media coverage during the pandemic. This includes both 

a portrayal of the content presented by the media and the perceptions of 

journalists and editors about the image of party members. Therefore, we 

ask the following questions.

RQ1: What is the overall image the local media constructed of party mem-

bers in the pandemic reports?

RQ2: How do local TV and newspaper media present the image of party 

members in their coverage of the pandemic?

RQ3: How did journalists in local media consciously participate in the active 

construction of party members’ images in their pandemic coverage?

Methodology

Content analysis 

This study resorts to content analysis, which is a research method that 

provides an objective, systematic and quantitative description of the con-

tent of a communication. The specific operational aspects are as follows: (1) 

Selecting the analysis unit for the study; (2) Defining the overall scope of the 

goal; (3) Sampling; (4) Determining the coding system; (5) Reading the sam-

ple literature and conducting data statistics according to the coding system; 

(6) Performing statistical analysis on the data and obtaining results (Feng, 

2009). This method is widely used for quantitative analysis of news texts to 
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study the reporting framework of the media. This study uses this method to 

study how the media in Zhanjiang constructed the image of party members 

through news reporting. 

Study population and sample selection for analysis

This study selects local media content in Zhanjiang, Guangdong Province, 

as the subject of analysis. Considering two factors of the subject media, 

the local media outlets in Zhanjiang are considered first: 1) the local media 

outlets should and must be highly visible and influential in the area where 

they are located, 2) the local media outlets have the ability and authoriza-

tion from the relevant government agencies to access frontline workers in 

the fight against the pandemic. In the newspaper category, Zhanjiang Daily 

has a larger circulation and a wider subscription base than other print me-

dia such as Zhanjiang Evening News, and the source of articles is based 

more on the original work of its reporters than contributions from citizens. 

This is why Zhanjiang Daily is chosen as the sample of local print media for 

this study.

From the television outlets, Zhanjiang TV, as the only local TV station 

with city-wide coverage, was chosen for the study. Zhanjiang TV has 

two locally-focused news programmes: Zhanjiang News and First View. 

Considering online ratings and other data, as well as the positioning of the 

news programmes, First View was chosen for analysis, because it has a 

higher number of reposts, more likes and focuses more on people’s liveli-

hood news compared with Zhanjiang TV.

In print media, the web portal for Zhanjiang Daily is relatively complete and 

free to access for the public after 2014. All the stories published in Zhanjiang 

Daily (http://paper.gdzjdaily.com.cn/html/) for a total of 100 days from 

January 21, 2020 to April 30, 2020 are used as a sample database. From 

Zhanjiang Daily, stories about people as well as groups were screened, and 

a total of 483 news texts that met the requirements were obtained.
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For TV media, First View edits all the local news broadcast of each day into 

a single news video and pushes it to the WeChat official account of the same 

name (WeChat id: ZJTV081215). We extracted all the TV broadcasts of the 

First View programme from the articles of the WeChat official account, for 

a total of 404 days from January 21, 2020 to March 1, 2021, to generate 

as a sample bank. From 3,695 TV news articles screened for stories about 

people as well as groups, a total of 76 news texts were obtained that met the 

sample requirements.

In total, 559 local media reports were analysed for quantitative content, 

covering the content of major local media reports in the Zhanjiang region 

during the pandemic.

Setting Categories 

Based on the research questions, the variables in this study focus on “re-

porting subject and region,” “source and emotional attitude,” and “party 

members’ image.” This study refers to the method of constructing categories 

for key variables in the study of party member and elite’s image in main-

stream newspaper news in China by Qian and Ming (2007). The general 

procedure of exploratory content analysis research (Wimmer & Dominick, 

2003) was followed during the progress. Before the formal study, we read 

and analysed some of the collected newspaper and television news samples. 

Preliminary research on the operation of the Zhanjiang Daily News and 

Zhanjiang TV’s First View program was conducted to construct the classes 

for each variable needed in this study.

Reported Subjects and Region

In this study, the subjects of the reports are divided into two categories: in-

dividuals and groups. Some of the series and composite reports are included 

in the collection of the sample, and some of the reports include both individ-

ual and group images. Thus, we designed this category as a multiple-choice 

option in order to assure the accuracy of the sample categorization.
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Under the individual category, there are 6 subdivisions: (1) medical person-

nel (doctors/nurses/village doctors/epidemiologists, etc.), (2) government 

workers (officials/staff, etc.), (3) NGO workers (volunteers, etc.), (4) the gen-

eral public (no specific status), (5) business operators, and (6) others.

Under the group category, there are 5 subdivisions: (1) government agencies 

(CDC/telecommunications bureau/police station, etc.), (2) medical institu-

tions, (3) non-governmental organizations (NGOs), (4) business units, and 

(5) others.

We also distinguish the age composition of the group, from children (0-12 

years old) to teenagers (13-18 years old), young adults (19-45 years old), mid-

dle aged adults (46-69 years old), and senior adults (70 years old and over). 

The geographical area is where the person is located at the time of the spe-

cific act, based on the administrative division. There are five counties and 

four districts under the Zhanjiang Administrative Region: Xiashan, Chikan, 

Potou, Mazhang, Suixi, Lianjiang, Xuwen, Wuchuan, and Leizhou.

Source and sentiment

Source refers to where the authorship of the news story comes from. The 

categories are as follows: (1) original, (2) reprinted from central-level media 

and institutions, (3) reprinted from provincial-level media and institutions, 

(4) reprinted from local-level media and institutions, and (5) reprinted from 

county-level media and institutions. If there are several authors from dif-

ferent levels in a single story or if there is a manuscript citation situation, 

the source of the text is selected according to the author who occupies the 

dominant space.

Sentiment refers to the biased emotional stand held by the author at the 

time of writing. News describing desirable or supportive views of ideas 

or actions were coded as positive, news indicating critical, accusatory, or 

unsupportive views were considered negative, and news were coded as neu-

tral if they merely stated facts (e.g., statistical data).	
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Image of party members

In our preliminary research and reading, we used 2-4 adjectives that could 

most accurately express the image of the character in some of the collected 

news reports and summarized the images of party members in these re-

ports. Then, we sorted all the adjectives in the summary by word frequency 

and grouped the words with similar or identical meanings to construct a 

preliminary categorization. Then we used 20 test news articles to improve 

and revise the categorization, and gradually built the final system and 

measured it using the Richter scale.

The final categories of positive image constructed for the key variable of 

“party member image” in this study are the following five: (1) diligence 

(working hard / being practical / being meticulous, etc.), (2) dedication (sac-

rifice / professional dedication / observance / perseverance / constancy, 

etc.), (3) capacity (governance / talent / planning / execution, etc.), (4) fair-

ness / integrity (fighting crime / monitoring / iron-faced, etc.), (5) innovation 

/ wisdom (ingenuity / alternative / uniqueness, etc.). We set up five-degree 

codes from 1 to 5, defining “1” as “the opposite of the characteristic is 

stressed,” “2” as “the opposite of the characteristic is mentioned,” “3” as 

“not involved,” “4” as “the characteristic is mentioned,” “5” as “the charac-

teristic is stressed.”

At the same time, in order to ensure the rigor and completeness of the 

study, we also added a negative image category to ensure that coders 

could define the image of a person from both positive and negative sides 

when reading the reports. The categories of negative images are the fol-

lowing four: (1) greed (not knowing how to be satisfied / recklessness, 

etc.), (2) selfishness (only thinking about oneself / not caring about others, 

etc.), (3) fraud (cheating / bilk / monopoly / malicious price hike, etc.), and 

(4) crime (breaking the law, etc.). In the negative image coding, because of 

the absence of the reverse dimension or the overlap in the positive image, 

we reset the coding from 0 to 4, defining “0” as “trait not involved t” and  
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the subsequent coding from 1 to 4 represents involvement, with the degree 

of involvement increasing gradually.

Data processing

In this study, five coders majoring in communications completed the vid-

eo text coding task. Before coding, the researcher randomly selected 20 

reports for coders to code, using the Kendall’s coefficient of concordance 

to test the consistency of multiple coders’ scoring. In three rounds of sig-

nificance testing, the p-test value must be less than 0.05, rejecting the null 

hypothesis, allowing the scoring to be considered consistent. Kendall’s 

coefficient of concordance was Wa>0.4 and Wa>0.6 in the two rounds of 

testing, which can be considered as having some consistency and a strong 

feasibility. The data analysis for this study was performed using SPSS for 

Windows 26.0.

In-depth interviews

In-depth interviewing is a method to reveal underlying motivations, atti-

tudes and feelings towards an issue in order to explore complex behaviours. 

Its main role is to obtain rich and vivid qualitative information through 

in-depth and detailed interviews, and to generalize and draw certain conclu-

sions from them through the researcher’s subjective and insightful analysis 

(Showkat & Parveen, 2017).

This study uses a semi-structured interview method. This is an inter-

view method in which the researcher has some control over the structure 

of the interview, while allowing active participation by the interviewees. 

The researcher prepares an outline of the interview, but the interviewer 

has the flexibility to adjust the script according to the interview procedure 

and content.

A total of six frontline media workers from Zhanjiang were chosen to be in-

terviewed through a sample of recommendations from acquaintances. They 
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were all directly involved in the production of news during the 2020-2021 

pandemic. As much as possible, we sought to interview workers whose 

careers extend to every part of the news production chain. All interviews 

were conducted by telephone and VooV Meeting and, with the permission of 

the interviewees, the interviews were recorded for post-production purpos-

es. The names of the interviewees (numbered 1-6) are technically processed 

in this paper, and the basic profiles of all interviewees are listed in the fol-

lowing table.

Table 1. Personal information about the interviewees

Number Interviewee Gender Role

1 CJJ female Editor-in-charge of Zhanjiang TV’s First View 
programme team, responsible for the selection 
review and manuscript trial of frontline news.

2 LXJ female Reporter for Zhanjiang TV’s First View 
programme team, responsible for front-line news 
writing and clue collection.

3 CD male Camera reporter for Zhanjiang TV’s First View 
programme, responsible for local news shooting, 
preliminary visits and post-video editing.

4 CJY male Camera reporter for Zhanjiang TV’s First View 
programme, responsible for local news shooting 
and planning of special reports. 

5 THQ female Reporter for Zhanjiang Daily, responsible for 
story writing and interviewing.

6 HY female Editor of Zhanjiang Daily, responsible for 
reviewing manuscripts.

Local Reporting Descriptive Statistics 

Reported Subjects and Region

In the statistical analysis of the distribution of reported objects of the two 

media outlets, it can be seen that TV tends to show more groups as reported 

objects, showing a proportion of 57.9%. In print, the proportion of individu-

als is be more significant than groups, reaching 49.9%.
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Figure 1. The distribution of reported objects in print media

Figure 2. The distribution of reported objects in television broadcasts

As for statistics on the occupational distribution of covered individuals, it is 

interesting to note that medical personnel, who are otherwise perceived by 

the public as the protagonists of a public health emergency, have a smaller 

proportion of relevant individual coverage on both print media (34.6% and 

30.6%, for newspapers and television, respectively) and on television than 

government workers do (44.3% and 41.7%, respectively). In both types of 

media, there was less coverage of NGO workers (7.5%), the general public 

(8.6%), and business operators (3.2%). Print media involved slightly broader 

coverage of individual occupations than television broadcasts, as reflected 

in the number of other individual occupations covered by newspaper media.
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Figure 3. The occupational distribution of individual coverage in print media

Figure 4. The occupational distribution of individual coverage in television 

broadcasts

In the reports about groups, print media took over the professional bias of 

reporting from individual reports, with government agencies accounting for 

19.2% more coverage (45.1%) than medical institutions (25.9%), and NGOs 

and corporations ranking at 14.7% and 11.9%, respectively. In the television 

broadcasts, the share of government agencies and medical institutions is 

the same, both at 34.4%, while the percentage of coverage of NGOs is sig-

nificantly higher than what happens in the newspaper, at 23%. Enterprises 

remain low at 8.2%.
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Figure 5. The occupational distribution of group coverage in print media

Figure 6. The occupational distribution of group coverage in television broadcasts

In terms of the age composition of the reported groups, the young adult 

group dominated both the newspaper and the television content samples, 

with 89.2% and 88.2%, respectively. In print media, middle age adults, teen-

agers, and senior adults accounted for 7.9%, 2.5%, and 0.4%, respectively, 

and there was no coverage of children. In the TV broadcasts, the three 

groups of children, teenagers and senior adults were absent, and the per-

centage of the middle-aged group was 11.8%.
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Figure 7. The occupational distribution of group coverage in print media

Figure 8. The occupational distribution of group coverage in television broadcasts

In terms of the smallest geographic coverage, print media’s choice of loca-

tions was mainly local, with a larger portion coming from the local medical 

staff who went out to support them. The television broadcasts, on the other 

hand, mainly reported on local Zhanjiang figures due to camera limitations, 

and the only two pieces from other provinces and cities were news articles 

adapted from the video diaries of medical personnel supporting Hubei.
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Figure 9. The distribution of reported region in print media

Figure 10. The distribution of reported region in television broadcasts

Sources of articles and sentiment

Among all the samples of reports collected, 97.3% of the content comes from 

original journalists belonging to the outlets under analysis. Only 2.7% come 

from reprints from the central media, and there were no reprints from pro-

vincial media or institutions, local media or institutions, or county media or 

institutions.

As for the emotional attitude of the stories, only 5 reports from print media 

(0.9% of the total) had a neutral attitude, while the rest of the stories had a 

positive attitude.
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Figure 11. The distribution of report source in print media

Figure 12. The distribution of the sentiment of reports in print media

Party members’ image

The word frequency analysis of the collected report titles yields the follow-

ing two word cloud maps.
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Figure 13. The word cloud of the article titles in the newspaper t

Figure 14. The word cloud of the broadcast titles in the television programme 

In all of the codes, the reverse characteristics of the positive images (cod-

ed as “1” and “2”) are not mentioned and do not appear. Negative images 

(greed, selfishness, fraud, crime) are not mentioned and do not appear.

Table 2. Frequency and proportion of positive images mentioned in print media
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The characteristic of diligence was mentioned the most in Zhanjiang Daily, 

with a total of 223 articles mentioning this out of 483 news stories, account-

ing for 46.2% of all news stories in the sample. Nearly half of the reports 

deal with party members being diligent in their work. Although the charac-

teristics of party members are roughly similar for individuals and groups, 

descriptions of innovation accounted for twice as much in group reports 

(16.5%) than in individual reports (6.3%). This also suggests that descriptions 

of the collective intelligence of party members are more common than indi-

vidual intelligence.

Table 3. The frequency and proportion of positive images highlighted in print media
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group 76
31.4%
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18
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general 179
37.1%

190
39.3%

89
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10
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28
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0 0 0 0

Although Zhanjiang Daily mentioned diligence most often, the image of party 

members mostly focuses on dedication, accounting for 39.3%. Emphasizing 

the image of grassroots party members, diligence is the most frequently 

mentioned elemental characteristic, while having dedication and being able 

to sacrifice for the people are the characteristics that are more emphasized 

and reported by local media. The accent on the group wisdom of grassroots 

party members is almost twice than on individual wisdom, accounting for 

7.4% and 3.9% of the total sample of Zhanjiang Daily, respectively.
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Table 4. Frequency and proportion of positive images mentioned in TV broadcasts
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general 31
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17
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40.8%

4
5.3%
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The most mentioned positive characteristics in Zhanjiang TV’s image of 

party members are diligence and capacity, both appearing 31 times and 

accounting for 40.8% of Zhanjiang TV’s total coverage. TV media is more 

likely to report on the competence of party members when compared to 

newspapers.

Table 5. Frequency and proportion of highlighting positive images in TV broadcasts
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group 24
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27
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general 40
52.6%

48
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5
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Similarly to what happens in print media, Zhanjiang TV, as a television out-

let, also covered the most diligent characteristics of party members, but 

placed more emphasis on their sacrifice, showing them as a great shining 
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image of people’s happiness and willingness to sacrifice their personal lives. 

The stress on the dedication of party members accounted for 63.2% of the 

analysed broadcasts, and more than half of them portrayed a grassroots 

party member who is dedicated to the people. While stressing the capacity 

of party members, only 26.4% of the stories focuses on portraying the char-

acteristic that party members are capable, far less than those dealing with 

the point that party members are dedicated. Television media also rarely 

focuses on portraying the characteristics of party members as innovative 

and fair.

Thus, summarizing the above characteristics, we can conclude that dili-

gence and capacity are the positive characteristics of party members that 

local media tends to cover, with fairness and innovation mentioned less fre-

quently. The number of portrayals of group wisdom is much higher than 

for individual wisdom. Dedication, on the other hand, is significantly high-

lighted as a positive image of party members. It is clear that diligence and 

capacity are the basic characteristics of party members, while dedication 

and sacrifice are less significantly involved in the positive image of party 

members. At the same time, during the pandemic, neither television media 

nor the newspaper dealt with negative images of party members.

Analysis of explanatory data of media reports during the epidemic

Positive differences on constructed images

Using a t-test analysis of the media-constructed images carried out with 

SPSS, we found that party members’ images were more significantly 

(p<0.01) positive than non-party members’ images (M=18.45, SD=1.74; 

M=17.72, SD=1.59). Although we also found a more positive image of indi-

viduals (M=18.20, SD=1.69) than groups (M=18.15, SD=1.77), we found this 

difference to be non-significant (p=0.79) through significance analysis. 

Furthermore, we found that the image construct of television coverage 

(M=19.09, SD=1.82) was more significantly positive (p<0.01) than the image 

construct of newspapers (M=18.01, SD=1.82).
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Constructed dimensions on the image of party members

Using a t-test run with SPSS on the five dimensions of diligence, dedica-

tion, capacity, fairness, and wisdom in a sample test of independence we 

found that, although the image of party members and non-party members 

was more positive on each dimension, this positive characteristic was only 

significant (p<0.01) in two dimensions: diligence and competence. On the 

diligence dimension, party members were represented 0.29 more positively 

than non-party members; on the ability dimension, party members were 

0.27 more positively spoken about than non-party members.

Table 8. Single set of descriptive data

Whether they  
are members of the 
party

Mean Variance
Standard 
Error

General image members, 18.45 1.74 0.10

non-members 17.72 1.59 0.12

12.Positive Character 
Image:Diligence

members, 4.22 0.67 0.04

non-members 3.93 0.76 0.06

12.Positive Character 
Image:Devotion

members, 4.04 0.85 0.05

non-members 4.02 0.86 0.07

12.Positive Character 
Image:Capacity

members, 3.82 0.75 0.04

non-members 3.55 0.74 0.06

12.Positive Character 
Image:Fairness/Integrity

members, 3.12 0.42 0.02

non-members 3.05 0.43 0.03

12.Positive Character 
Image:Innovation/Wisdom

members, 3.25 0.55 0.03

non-members 3.18 0.53 0.04

Note. The total number of party members is 302, and that of non-members is 176.
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On the image construction of different occupational groups

By testing the independence of each of the five groups - government workers, 

medical personnel, NGO workers, the general public and business operators  

– we found that image construction was most positive for government work-

ers (M=18.37, SD=1.69), followed by medical workers (M=18.31, SD=1.62), 

and least positive for the general public (M =16.7, SD=1.08). However, the 

significance test showed that the gap between medical personnel and gov-

ernment workers was not significant (p=0.75), while NGO workers (p=0.01), 

the general public (p<0.01) and business operators (p<0.01) were significant-

ly different from medical personnel.

Table 9. General positive image index

Occupational  
Group

N Mean
Std. 
Deviation

Std. Error 
Mean

General 
Image

Medical Personnel 130 18.31 1.62 0.14

Government Workers 179 18.37 1.69 0.13

NGO Workers 37 17.54 1.73 0.28

General Public 20 16.70 1.08 0.24

Business Operators 25 17.28 1.40 0.28

Journalists’ subjective constructions of party members

Based on semi-structured interviews with six frontline media workers, this 

study explored how media workers subjectively constructed party mem-

bers’ images in their reports. During the interviews and the editing, the 

subjective feelings of the journalists and editors, as well as the collection 

of bystanders’ perceptions of the characters, would give emphasis to the 

portrayal of the characters in the stories. 

The media’s reporting framework often creates stereotypes about certain 

groups (McCauley et al., 1980). For example, medical workers can be viewed 
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as having the most essential and critical role in responding to public health 

events, and be remembered for prominent and distinct professional roles 

in public memory (Zhao, 2022). Therefore, in this pandemic, people will 

expect them to play a role. Because of the media’s established norms and 

social expectations of specific professions, the portrayal of party members 

in character reports tends to be done from a relatively uniform perspective 

and discourse.

At the same time, journalists and editors read and studied reports from 

major public health emergencies in history, which allowed them to under-

stand that the party spirit expressed in the epidemic had been passed down 

through history. This influenced their reporting on the major public health 

emergency in progress.

Conventional norms and public expectations

The journalists already had an established framework for agenda setting for 

their local stories before they actually entered journalistic practice. In the 

workflow of Interviewee 1 and Interviewee 6, there were a set of unwritten 

agreed-upon norms that played an important role in shaping the focus of 

the news and the sequencing of the reports on groups. For example, each 

day’s coverage needs to begin with information about the pandemic, fol-

lowed by stories of heroic role models such as party members risking their 

lives to support the Wuhan medical team, and the community’s response. 

In the case of establishing heroic role models, priority space is usually given 

to the actions of party members at all levels in the local section first. This 

would explain why, in the distribution of who were people covered in our 

sample, government workers were reported on more than health workers 

in the public health emergency. This is verified by Interviewee No. 2:

Whenever there were changes to the epidemic situation in this region, 

we would first report about the epidemic data and the prevention poli-

cies. In addition, we would consider the party members’ stories. This is 
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because they always fight against the epidemic in the frontlines, which 

could calm the public. Party members and cadres are the key group for 

our reports.

Aside from the party members, reports on the doctors account for a large 

proportion of the sample articles. In the public health event, they risk their 

lives to work, which means there are many heartwarming stories to be 

found. Their professional dedication and bravery can be stressed in the 

reports. “We would report on the impact of the epidemic, the support of 

the public, and the hard work of the frontline workers. These can show a 

positive image of society, and people’s confidence that they can fight the 

epidemic.”, said interviewer No.2.

Journalists and editors would use labels to describe specific groupr. They 

intended to achieve maximum efficacy in establishing emotional resonance 

and identification with their audiences. This is a general principle in local 

media reporting practice in response to public health crises. Reporting on 

groups united in fighting the pandemic can alleviate the population’s ear 

and anxiety. Interviewer No. 1 spoke of:

Reporting with fixed labels is a touchstone. For example, if we reported 

about ‘the hero in the fire,’ we would think of firefighters. If we men-

tioned the adversary or ‘angel in white’ in a public health event report, 

we would think of medical personnel. Some special titles refer to spe-

cific groups. If it were other groups, such as grassroots administrative 

institutions and non-government organizations, we would try to extract 

an attractive title from the topic. These titles allow readers to quickly 

understand what kind of work groups do and imagine what great things 

they might do.

When portraying characters, journalists and cameramen give priority to 

the public’s expectations of specific professions. Established public stere-

otypes prompt editors to consciously select images with strong emotional 

impact to make the audience feel immersed. In the selection of these imag-

es, the reports tended to show the sacrifice of the character, to reflect their 
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greatness. In Interviewee No. 5’s interview, these things that cause the pub-

lic to feel strongly about the outstanding dedication of the character come 

up as their “scars”, for example:

After medical personnel take off their protective clothing, we would 

photograph the mask scratches on their faces and the redness of the 

hand from too much contact with disinfectant supplies. I think the 

public would be more moved by the image. We don’t have some fixed 

shooting angle, but we try to capture more detail in their work.

It is important to note that workers from both media outlets mentioned 

that, when reporting on specific characters, they usually gave prominence 

to their profession and tried to avoid giving away too much information 

about their position. Often, journalists preferred their reported subjects to 

represent the overall group they belonged to. Whereas if the individual’s po-

sition were excessively stressed, it can alienate the person from the group. 

Interviewee No. 6 said she would pay a lot attention to avoid these possible 

errors in the editing process:

(We will) show his profession, but not intentionally mark his position. 

Because lots of people do the same jobs, especially in a public health 

event. He does a lot of work that probably everyone in this profession 

would do. He is a representative of the profession group. He may be 

excellent in a certain work, or just happened to be recorded by a journal-

ist. This does not mean that his colleagues do not have these excellent 

skills and great characteristics. While we’re complimenting this person 

as a model, we’re actually praising his entire group.

Reporting techniques and the transmission of party spirit in a public health 

emergency

In Zhanjiang’s local media, even if journalists and editors are not party 

members, they are required to participate in regular weekly or monthly 

training on party history. In Zhanjiang TV, there are also regularly organ-

ized examinations on party history. This ensures frontline media workers 
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can respond to challenges in their journalistic practice with a more com-

prehensive understanding of the party. In the early period of the pandemic, 

frontline media workers also learned from reporting on public health emer-

gencies, such as the H1N1 pandemic and SARS. They hoped to find ideas 

for reporting and to explore more appropriate techniques for the present. 

Interviewee No. 3 mentioned these benefits when he talked about reading 

historical reports:

When the epidemic happened, we reviewed historical reports to see 

which angles were used by the media in previous public health emer-

gencies. And we thought more clearly after learning from the previous 

reports. When we interview people on the spot, we could report more 

comprehensively and vividly. We primarily considered the report’s di-

rections and angles.

Interviewee No. 1 was responsible for the final content quality of the pro-

gramme. She talked about the principles and spirit of censorship that had 

been passed down in television stations: 

The first mission for the media is to create a good atmosphere in pub-

lic opinion. When a public health emergency occurs, the media should 

help everyone be hopeful, especially after the virus has taken a seri-

ous toll. After all, the media is here to help, not to cause trouble. At 

a time when people are panicked, the media should focus on solving 

issues, rather than intensifying conflicts. This is the responsibility of 

the party members. 

And it is at this time that heartwarming stories give everyone a glimmer of 

hope:

In epidemic prevention and control, we would highlight the dedication 

of characters in our reports. Touching and heartwarming stories occu-

pied a large part of our page. There were a lot of uncertainties when 

the epidemic situation was severe, so people were more anxious. We 

focused more on warm stories and exciting news to create a good atmos-

phere for public opinion.
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Conclusion

The image of party members has always been a concern in China’s media 

coverage. Shaping a good image of party members is one of the core tasks 

of the four-level media structure and a top priority of publicity. Focusing on 

the case of Zhanjiang, this paper examines how local media presents the 

image of grassroots party members in the context of the pandemic.

Firstly, we sorted and counted the sample and found that the party mem-

bers were consistently presented in the media in a positive perspective, 

with no negative elements involved. Among these positive images, diligence 

and capacity were frequently covered by local media, while fairness and 

innovation were less frequently mentioned. In reports involving groups, 

group wisdom was portrayed much more frequently than it was for indi-

viduals. The characteristic of dedication was notable for its emphasis on 

the positive image of party members. It becomes evident that diligence and 

capacity were the basic characteristics for party members, and dedication 

and sacrifice were also involved in the positive image of party members as 

the focus of coverage. We then conducted an interpretive data analysis and 

found that the image of party members was more significantly skewed to-

wards the positive than the image of non-party members. There were also 

subtle differences in the image of party members between media outlets, 

with television coverage being more positive than newspaper coverage. 

Although party members were portrayed more positively than non-party 

members across every dimension, this is only statistically significant in two 

dimensions: diligence and capacity.

Secondly, we concluded from the interviews that the way the media de-

scribes party members, both in terms of their agenda and in the presentation 

of them in news reports, is an inherited framework, within which people’s 

minds always expect a responsible and dedicated image of party members’ 

performance in the face of crises. This can be seen particularly in the idea 

that party members come from the people. The reports didn’t emphasize 

the position of party members, instead using individuals to represent the 

whole group. In the face of a public health emergency, the public has high 
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expectations of party members. Local media portrayed excellent, reliable, 

and dedicated party members to reflect the government’s credibility and 

alleviate the audience’s fear of the crisis. China has a unique and complex 

national situation, and its political system and media regulations determine 

that the constructive practices of media must work withthe goals of the 

Party and government, helping promote national management and social 

governance. Faced with the social panic caused by the pandemic, the media 

also needs to balance the two functions of exposing social drawbacks and 

boosting the public’s confidence. What we can see is that in this pandemic, 

the media in Zhanjiang chose to portray a positive image of party members 

to appease the people. But it can be affirmed that the constructive nature 

of news in China still bears a heavy burden in this regard, looking to bet-

ter conduct its monitoring and warning functions, and respond to social 

concerns in a timely manner.
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