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MEDIA ALL OVER THE WORLD FACE 
THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS; HOW 

INTERNATIONAL DIGITAL MEDIA DEAL 
WITH PUBLIC ISSUES

Ana Serrano Tellería1

Javier Díaz Noci23

From the beginning of journalism, news has been considered a com-
modity to be shared and exchanged in a transnational market, adopting 
several forms according to the use of technologies. In the industrial soci-
ety, the most widespread use to put such a commodity in the market has 
been and is the collective work, just to employ a legal category which is, 
in our opinion, central for our research. News, at the same time, has been 
an advertisement support to reach massive audiences. When the World 
Wide Web appeared, in the decade of 1990, in a post-industrial society, 
this media suffered a deep crisis and entered a constant mutation. As it 
happened to some other cultural industries, such as the musical record 
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industry, research studies (see, i.e., Boczkowski & Anderson, 2017; 
Boczkowski & Mitchelstein, 2013; Meikle & Redden, 2011) reveal how 
clearly the consumption of news (Kalogeropoulos & Nielsen, 2018) is 
not preferentially based on the offer of the collective works produced 
by media industry, but on news items themselves as unities . 

Several strategies, like transmedia (see Serrano Tellería, 2016, 2017a, 
2017b, 2019a, 2019b), cross-media or the publication of user-generated 
contents, sometimes derivative works (another central legal concept, 
in our opinion) tend to present those news items as flexible, modular, 
hyperlinked, multimedia and interactive products, produced, modified, 
derived and disseminated by many agents, including active audiences 
and informative sources themselves as well, as we ourselves have stud-
ied in previous research project of whom this is a natural continuation, 
previously needed of the intermediation provided by media which is 
now supplied by digital platforms.

Our proposal is based on the crisis, for better or worse, of the con-
cept of news as a commodity, and of the industry which until this point 
has been in charge of its compilation, elaboration and dissemination: 
the mass-media industry, now known as legacy media. It is our pur-
pose to analyse how the so-called Media Hybrid System has appeared 
(Chadwick, 2017), and which is the place within it for those legacy media, 
in a moment of more than occasional crisis for that industry and for its 
production system, including the crisis of journalism (and of journalist 
as an organized profession) as well (Shoemaker & Reese, 2014). 

Through the prism of the transformation of news we intend to explain 
which is its life-cycle in the digital environment (the very concept 
of scoop is being compromised by the speed and accuracy of digital 
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media) and, more properly, in the Hybrid Media System, following, for 
instance, some public issues. This is to be examined not only making 
an analysis of what media say, but also doing research on what people 
(and media) say on social networks (Pérez-Altable, Serrano-Tellería & 
Fernández-Planells, 2020).

It is our goal to explain which is the transformation of media industry 
in a hybrid media system through the prism of its main product, the 
news, and how the transition from the industrial society to a post-in-
dustrial one is happening.

THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS

As an introduction to this research project4 and due to the dramatic 
changes introduced by the health -and economic- crisis caused by the 
COVID-19 (see, e.g, Fletcher et al., 2020), which is affecting all the 
economic world-wide order and also the media landscape, we focused 
during the beginning of the pandemic in the treatment that media in 
several European and American countries gave to such a public issue. 
A problem which is to be aggravated, more likely, by the health crisis.

The analysis we have done starts in March 2020, three months after 
the Chinese authorities reported a new coronavirus disease that would 
be known as COVID-19, when, once the virus spread outside the Asian 
continent and reached both Europe, America and Africa, the Wester 
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media decided to report on a daily basis on it and its consequences, 
specially when most government decided to lockdown population. 
One of those consequences was the aggravation on income inequality 
in its many varieties.

The goal of our research is to understand the formation of the public 
agenda (Odriozola-Chéné & Lorca-Abad, 2014), based on the impact 
of the disease on social classes as the main factor which contributes to 
produce greater inequality levels, in particular inequality of opportuni-
ties as the most remarkable topic during the first stage of the pandemic. 
According to the first results of this content analysis (whose methods are 
described in Pérez-Arozamena & Odriozola-Chéné, 2020), the social 
class divide will be deepened by the pandemic. For this study, a tool was 
designed to analyze both the manifest and latent content of the items. 
Using content analysis, an analysis of news published by 33 digital media 
in both Europe and Latin America from March 14 to April 14, 2020 was 
conducted. The results of this study show that income inequality is the 
main variable of the problem. Media remark the importance of social 
classes. Inequality of opportunities appeared as a major topic during 
the first stage of the pandemic, most especially regarding education and 
health. The unequal access to health and education public services also 
receives continuous coverage in the media. However, poverty as a con-
sequence of this situation tends to be presented in an undramatized way.

Beyond the treatment of the topic itself, which we consider of 
extreme importance, based on a quantitative content analysis -with 
some qualitative fields as well to deepen in the importance of the 
treatment of such an important public issue (see Odriozola et al., 
2020)- we focused on this topic and its treatment by online media as an 
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example on how the cycle and nature of news is changing in the hybrid 
media system. Most specially, we focused on the dependence on some 
sources, a cause that was already detected in previous studies (see, e.g., 
Pérez-Altable et al., 2020). When compared with the previous situation, 
the journalistic coverage shows many substantial differences: expert 
sources are given even more reliability, and media ted to consult the, 
even if quite irregularly and without a continuous voice: media give 
voice to experts and scientific only when they publish some relevant 
results or when the raise their voice against the mistakes they consider 
politician do. In this respect, the followed-up offer of whatever gov-
ernments say, without no further criticism or interpretation in news 
items is very obvious. Opinion and information are strictly separated, 
at least at the beginning of the pandemic crisis in Wester countries. 
So, the lack of security on the effects of pandemics strengthens the use 
of op-ed pieces. Instead, and this has changed during the next months 
of the health crisis, text was and is the main language and it was, during 
the first month, overrepresented compared with other digital-language 
resources, such as video or infographics. However, infographics have 
become more elaborated and present in online media as time passed, 
the COVID-19 disease advanced and societies experimented different 
phases in the fight against it -and science gained new knowledge and 
gathered more data on the virus.

All along this period, misinformation, disinformation and, there-
fore, the relevance of an appropriate media literacy have been pointed 
out even more as key areas to be reinforced both at educational levels 
and from the responsibility that media embrace. In this sense, it is 
outstanding to perceive how some Spanish media have increased their 
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memberships as a consequence of (Lavanguardia.es, Eldiario.es, Elpais.
es, Elmundo.es, etc.).

Regarding the life cycle of news (“News as Product-News Life 
Cycle”: Serrano Tellería, Jing, Arroyo; 2019), we have perceived that 
an overall tendency was to group all content created below a specific 
section rather than focusing on a constant refreshment of them. Obvi-
ously, some content was updated as required. What we are underlying 
is that instead of unifying efforts around a single piece or a selected 
group of single pieces to be updated, refreshed, etc. as part of a ‘News 
a Product-News Life Cycle’ conception, media tendency is to group of 
all them below a common section (like ‘Coronavirus’, ‘Corona’, etc.). 
Thus, the tendency is to add, to juxtapose content instead of conceiving 
it as a whole to grow.

Related to, the use of hashtags, mentions and other categorization 
strategies for SEO, we have perceived a scarce employment and devel-
opment of in comparison to the number of total pieces: information and 
content. Following the previous tendency explained, they were used 
to group the content below a common topic that was in line with the 
common section of the specific media. Also, they were used to specify 
thematically some issues.

PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS & FURTHER LINES OF 
RESEARCH

As a result of our preliminary research, to be continued so a lon-
gitudinal analysis of the first two years of the crisis could be depicted, 
journalists and media prefer to rely on speech acts and declarations rather 
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than on reports or on more elaborated scientific or technical literature. 
This is more obvious during the period we have analyzed, the first month 
of the pandemic, but has been, to some extent, be corrected during the 
following months, and media considered that the audience needed more 
trustful information. Scholars are, not surprisingly, a resource used by 
journalists when they need to add a higher level or certainty to their 
news, just because everything is uncertain. Even during the very first 
moments of the pandemics, scientific people was given some voice in 
28% of the items analyzed. This happens in the case of the health aspect 
of the pandemics; when focusing on the economic consequences of it, 
experts appear in48% of the news items analyzed. Instead, suprana-
tional institutions, namely the World Health Organization, is clearly 
unrepresented, probably because it is not considered a very decisive 
source of information. 

Even in a globalized world, one in which a virus knows no borders, 
a national, even local, micro approach is predominant -except when 
experts speak, since they tend to have a more global perspective-, so 
media, in spite of all evidence, try hard to stick being national in the 
digital realm. The truth is however, that obliged by circumstances 
media -at least, the ones we analyzed- showed at the beginning of the 
pandemic a tendency to use a combined treatment: 33% of the news 
items included, to some extent and even if the focus was on everyone’s 
national reality, a combined treatment. 

In this sense, we would like to briefly introduce and remember 
another line of our research project centered on cross/multi/transme-
dia, digital language and literacy, interface design, media ecology, 
etc. because, increased by the pandemic, transmedia production and 
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values are highlighted at different levels: authenticity, credibility and 
transparency; creativity, innovation and originality; quality and trust; 
the relevance of belonging to a community/society and to feel part of a 
solution; establishing collaborations among professionals, projects and 
users; from hyper and local issues, scopes and perspectives to global 
ones; experience; 360º, augmented-virtual-mixed reality, IoT, AI and Big 
Data; interface design and IA; media integration as a puzzle and media 
literacy. Therefore, as we may perceive, core values of the transmedia 
logic are intrinsically connected to the core values of journalism and 
communication that, even more due to the pandemic, media should bear 
in mind in their daily production routines.

2020 was a year in which many European media decided, just 
before the explosion of the COVID-19 crisis, to implement some kind 
of paywall. It is relevant to remark that news on the pandemic remained 
outside the payment schema for most online media: they decided that, 
even if they went through their original plans of make readers pay for 
at least some of the products they offer -media used different strategies, 
from membership models, like The Guardian or, in Spain, eldiario.es, 
to metered paywalls, for instance- news on the coronavirus catastrophic 
situation were to be offered for free. This is a remarkable decision: one 
of the clear consequences of the crisis, and media themselves were very 
aware of it, is how the unequal access to digital resources, information and 
education mainly, was to be worsened by the health and economic crisis. 
Inequality of opportunities appeared again as one of the main concerns 
of media -and of societies, since media represent social groups-, and it 
is remarkable again to note that criticism towards meritocracy -which 
is not to be considered a synonymous of equal opportunities, but, in 
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any case, one of its consequences- showed up, because media, through 
reviews, interviews or op-ed articles based on the publication of some 
books, echoed some of those ideas. Thomas Piketty, whose Capital and 
ideology book only appeared translated into English in October 2020, 
but was published in French and many other languages some months 
before the coronavirus crisis, and Daniel Markovits’ The meritocracy 
trap, are some of those authors; also César Rendueles in Spain,whose 
last book, Contra la igualdad de oportunidades [Against equality of 
opportunities], published in September 2020, was very controversial. 
Very clearly, inequality of opportunities is a type of inequality that is 
competing now with income inequality in the attention of media. Electoral 
campaigns, most specially the presidential election in the United States 
in November 2020 (we are writing these lines just before it happens, 
and we do not know what the result will be) has accentuated this shift. 
Anyway, our preliminary research shows that the impact of the digital 
gap seems to be a topic that media will be insisting on. 

Inequality is reflected by media, but there is another stance we would 
like to examine with more detail in the future: the inequality of access 
to the media, which is called by Mattelart et al. (2019) digital media 
inequality, and has also been examined with detail from different per-
spective in the book published by Nordicom in 2019 (Trappel, 2019). 
Actually, this crisis is also a crisis of communication (Fletcher et al., 
2020, p. 5), since to a great extent media and digital platforms pro-
vide an infrastructure for the world and the people to be connected 
(Couldry & Rodríguez, 2018). The importance of investigating this 
aspect of inequality was highlighted before the crisis by, for instance, 
Sanghamitra Bandyopadhyay, when she mentioned in “one can conjecture 
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that higher incidence of media variables - such as newspapers, radios 
and televisions - and higher access to ICTs – such as higher internet 
usage, and deeper telecommunications’ penetration – can be associ-
ated with lower levels of inequality” or not (Bandyopadhyay, 2014, 
p. 11). This must be seen in terms of the political influence in a time 
on increasing polarization of the public debate, whose importance was 
mentioned, for instance, by Byrne (2014), Duca and Saving (2017) or 
Diermeier et al. (2017). This is a question rarely mentioned by media, 
and it is our intention to do a deeper analysis on it in the next future. 
It is do be developed not only doing a content analysis of what is said, 
but also with an ethnographic approach on how media routines have 
been affected by the digital journalism crisis and the health crisis, since 
inequalities inside media are also an important factor to be considered 
(see Gill, 2013), as well as the differences in access to (good quality) 
information (Kalogeropoulos & Nielsen, 2018).
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