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The Portuguese media system and the normative roles of the 
media: a comparative view. This article analyzes the struc-
ture of the Portuguese media system and perceptions regard-
ing the performance of its normative roles from a comparative 
perspective. This analysis allows us to determine if the patterns 
identified in the Portuguese case follow a common trend found 
in other western democracies as well as the structural con-
straints associated with performance differences. The empir-
ical data analyzed show that the Portuguese media system is 
characterized by structural patterns and normative roles iden-
tical to those of other polarized pluralist systems, and that in 
Europe media performances depend greatly on the  levels of 
journalist professionalization.
keywords: media systems; Portugal; quality of democracy; 
comparative study.

O sistema mediático português e os papéis normativos dos 
media em perspetiva comparativa. O presente artigo ana-
lisa a estrutura do sistema de media português e as perceções a 
respeito do desempenho dos seus papéis normativos em pers-
petiva comparativa. A análise comparativa permite perceber 
se os padrões identificados para o caso português seguem uma 
tendência comum noutras democracias ocidentais, e quais são 
os constrangimentos de natureza estrutural que estão associa-
dos a diferenças em termos de desempenho. Os dados empí-
ricos analisados mostram que o sistema mediático português 
é marcado por padrões estruturais e de desempenho dos seus 
papéis normativos idênticos ao de outros sistemas pluralis-
tas polarizados, e que, na Europa, o desempenho dos media 
depende em grande medida dos níveis de profissionalização 
dos jornalistas.
palavras-chave: sistemas de media; Portugal; qualidade da 
democracia; estudo comparativo.
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I N T RODU C T ION

The debate on the relationship between the media, the political sphere, and 
the workings of democratic societies is almost as old as mass media itself 
(Lundberg, 1926). With the exception of the lull brought about by the mini-
mal effects paradigm (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 1944), the media have 
been perceived as relevant instruments or agents, in the sense that they can 
affect the political attitudes and behaviors of the citizenry, interfering there-
fore in the democratic process. There remain, nevertheless, different norma-
tive stances on the positive or negative nature of that impact.

On the one hand, several studies underscore the positive role of the media. 
The mass media are the main source of political information for most citizens 
since the political sphere is usually well out of their reach. Political issues may 
be complex and far from the daily experience of most people, and the media 
therefore do their share to present the citizens with a better understanding of 
the political sphere, raising their levels of awareness and political sophistica-
tion. There are several empirical works about the positive influence of media 
exposure on the citizens’ level of political knowledge (Zhao and  Chaffee, 
1995; Chaffee and Kanihan, 1997; Eveland and Scheufele, 2000; de Vreese and 
Boomgaarden, 2006; Santana-Pereira, 2016; and several others).

On the other hand, a number of authors present negative and pessimistic 
views about the role and effects of the media. The proponents of terms such 
as video malaise (Robinson, 1976) or bowling alone (Putnam, 1995) underline 
the negative influence of media overexposure, namely the decrease of trust in 
institutions, a reduced perception of political efficacy, and the erosion of social 
capital. The media are charged with various other sins, such as  promoting 
ignorance or the misunderstanding of important issues due to an excessively 
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fast information flux, homogenizing society, creating the idea of a cruel world, 
bringing about a decrease in political identification and participation in polit-
ical parties, focussing on formal aspects disregarding the content of political 
messages, promoting the implementation of short-term public policies, or 
contributing to the shortening of political shelf lives (see Newton, 2006, for a 
systematization of these arguments).

Empirical evaluations of media effects may be more or less pessimistic, 
but they tend to base themselves, either explicitly or implicitly, on a norma-
tive conception of the media focussed on their social responsibility (Siebert, 
Peterson, and Schramm, 1956), or more precisely, on the role the media 
should perform in a consolidated democratic society. Besides contributing to 
an informed citizenry via a regular, diverse, and timely delivery of meaningful 
information on important subjects, the media should foster a plurality of view-
points on events and important aspects of society, and create fora in which 
candidates and political parties may present and debate ideas – a free market-
place of ideas, independent from government interference. The media should 
also serve as watchdogs, scrutinizing the actions of politicians on behalf of 
the citizens, thereby contributing to the accountability of political institutions 
(Lange, 2004; Voltmer, 2006).

In this article we uphold the idea that the performance or the contribution 
of the media vis-à-vis the functioning of a parliamentary democracy is depen-
dant upon context. This argument stems from the apparent variety of media 
systems in contemporary democracies (Hallin and Mancini, 2004, 2012), 
as well as from the seeming connection between the macro context and the 
understanding of the role and performance of the media. To be concrete, many 
of the studies that focus on the negative effects of media exposure were carried 
out in the usa or in other highly commercialized contexts, while a considerable 
proportion of those concerning the positive impact of mass media (increase in 
the political information of less educated citizens, increase in political partici-
pation) make use of empirical data collected in less liberal and commercialized 
systems, such as those of northern Europe ( Santana-Pereira, 2012).

The purpose of this article is to analyze the structure of the Portuguese 
media context and the performance of the Portuguese media from the stand-
point of their normative roles, in comparison with other European Union 
member states. Our aim is to comparatively evaluate the contribution of mass 
media to the quality of the democratic process, namely through the perfor-
mance of functions deemed important to this process: providing relevant 
information, airing different points of view on major current issues, creating 
debate arenas for different political agents, and scrutinizing the activity of 
institutions and of those who hold political office.
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The article is divided into four sections. After the definition of media sys-
tem and the presentation of the theoretical model and the data used in this 
work, we analyze the structure of the Portuguese media system in comparison 
with other European systems, an analysis that is further enriched by a consi-
deration of the pluses and minuses of the Portuguese system and their conse-
quences. Next, the analysis centers on the normative roles of the Portuguese 
media from a comparative perspective. The last section is dedicated to the rela-
tionship between structural patterns and media systems’ performances. The 
paper closes with a discussion of the implications of the empirical patterns 
observed.

M E DIA SYST E M S :  DE F I N I T ION S ,  DI M E N SION S ,  DATA

A media system can be defined as a network of media outlets – television chan-
nels, newspapers and magazines, radio stations, and internet sites – that exist, 
interact, and compete in a certain geographic area within the same historical 
period, serving the same population, using the same language and the same 
cultural codes, acting under the same legal framework, and meeting identi-
cal political, economic, and social constraints. In many cases these geographic 
areas correspond to countries, but when justified by cultural and linguistic 
diversity, one country may harbor two or more media systems. In Belgium, 
for instance, Flanders and Wallonia constitute two independent systems. On 
the other hand, when cultural and linguistic proximity allow, a transnational 
media system may come into being.

In 2004 Daniel Hallin and Paolo Mancini proposed one of the most useful 
and valuable analysis models for media systems. In Comparing Media Systems, 
the authors characterize the media systems of 18 Western European and North 
American countries, rating them according to four dimensions: the develop-
ment of the press market, political parallelism (i. e., the existence of close con-
nections between media outlets and political parties which, in extreme cases, 
would mean that each party would have, within the media system, a newspaper 
or television channel that would represent its views), the professionalization of 
journalists, and the degree of intervention by the state. Hallin and Mancini 
(2004) assert that, within the set of countries studied, there are three different 
kinds of media systems: liberal systems, like the British and North-American; 
democratic corporativist systems, typical of Scandinavian countries and west-
ern Europe; and the polarized pluralistic systems of southern Europe (Spain, 
France, Greece, Italy, and Portugal).

The expression “polarized pluralism” originates in Giovanni Sartori’s (1976) 
typology of party systems and seeks to underscore the parallelism between the 
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party systems present in southern European nations (polarized and pluralistic) 
and a politicized media sphere that is also polarized and pluralistic (Hallin and 
Mancini, 2004, 2010). Apart from the close relationships between media and 
parties, these systems stand out from the other two configurations (liberal and 
corporative democratic) by virtue of their fragile and underdeveloped press 
markets, the low professionalization of journalists, and a considerable inter-
vention by the state in the domain of mass media (Hallin and Mancini, 2004).

It must be stressed that Portugal’s inclusion in this cluster has been crit-
icized, due especially to the lesser political parallelism of the Portuguese 
system when compared to Italy or Spain (Traquina, 2010; Santana-Pereira, 
2012; Álvares and Damásio, 2013) – a feature that is actually acknowledged 
by the authors (Hallin and Mancini, 2004, 2010). After all, one should bear 
in mind that the Spanish press sector has been nicknamed paper parliament 
( Schulze-Schneider, 2009), and that in Italy privileged connections between 
politics and the media have been promoted by a number of protagonists 
(Ricolfi, 1997; Padovani, 2009). In the Portuguese case, political parallelism 
may have become less salient after the stabilization of the democratic regime 
(Hallin and Mancini, 2004). Portugal is, following Denmark, the European 
Union member state in which the political proclivities of the most important 
journalists are less perceived by the public (Popescu et al., 2012); furthermore, 
about half of the Portuguese citizens have no opinion concerning the political 
stances of the media (Magalhães, 2009). Portugal may be one of the less polar-
ized among the polarized pluralist systems of southern Europe, owing to a set 
of reasons that have been identified (Hallin and Mancini, 2010) but still need 
further empirical study. Nevertheless, the inclusion of the Portuguese case 
in a cluster composed of the other southern European democracies is more 
consensual when based on criteria such as press market development patterns 
or journalist professionalization, since, when these features are analyzed, it is 
clear that Portugal’s media system is closer to that of Spain or even Italy than 
to any western or northern European country.

In the next section we use the model proposed by Hallin and Mancini 
(2004) to analyze the Portuguese media panorama from a comparative stand-
point. More specifically, we operationalize the model’s four dimensions with 
updated data. The origins of the data are quite diverse: the degree of political 
bias of the media and the professionalization of journalists are operationalized 
resorting to the data gathered by the European Media  Systems Survey (emss)1 

1 More than 800 experts took part in this project: academics from prestigious universi-
ties with scholarly work and/or teaching experience in the fields of political communication, 
the relationships between politics and the media, and political attitudes and behavior. → 
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an expert survey (Popescu, Gosselin and Santana-Pereira, 2010; Popescu et 
al., 2012), while the State’s influence in the media realm and the development 
of the press market are gauged through data made available by the European 
Audiovisual Observatory and the World Association of Newspapers (eao, 2010; 
wan, 2010). Regarding the perceptions of media performance, discussed in 
the last sections of this article, the comparative focus is empirically based on 
the opinions of experts inquired by the emss project, while the analysis of the 
Portuguese case is enriched with data from public opinion surveys carried out 
in the last five years (Costa Pinto et al., 2011; bqd, 2014). The objectives of this 
article are carried out through the study of 26 member states of the European 
Union in 2009.2 This is the only year for which there are comparable data for 
all the variables, and also the last year before the spreading and deepening of 
the economic crisis across several European nations.

T H E P ORT U G U E SE M E DIA SYST E M
I N C OM PA R AT I V E PE R SPE C T I V E

According to Hallin and Mancini (2004), the degree of press market devel-
opment can be evaluated through indicators such as market size (in terms 
of number of readers, buyers, and/or subscribers), the balance between time 
 dedicated to the reading of newspapers and time spent watching televised 
content, the diversity of the choices available to readers, and the difference 
between the newspaper consumption habits of men and women. In this article 
we use the first indicator – relative market size, measured by the average circu-
lation of daily newspapers per million inhabitants – not just because this index 
provides a clear idea of the quantitative aspect of market development, but also 
because it is strongly correlated with the other indicators mentioned above in 
2009 ( Santana-Pereira, 2012), and is thus the most encompassing measure of 
 development at our disposal.3

Each expert was invited to fill in a questionnaire regarding the profile of the media in their coun-
try of residence. Further information on the methodology used by the emss project is available 
in Popescu et al. (2012).
2 The number of cases under analysis is 27, due to the fact that Belgium is composed of 
two systems: Flanders and Wallonia. Luxembourg is not included in the analysis owing to the 
absence of comparable data on media performance, journalist professionalization, and rela-
tionships between political parties and the media for this country. Croatia is not included in the 
analysis because in 2009 it was not yet an eu member state.
3 A more detailed analysis of the structural features of the Portuguese press market can be 
found in Santana-Pereira (2012 and 2015).
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The Portuguese media panorama is often described as having a weak 
press market, with a small number of titles that are not read by the general 
public but, instead, by a small segment of the population, an elite (Hallin and 
Mancini, 2004). In 2009 Portugal was the European Union country with the 
lowest circulation of daily newspapers per million inhabitants. Still, Portugal 
was not an exceptional case in the European universe: the volume of news-
paper circulation in the whole of southern and eastern Europe was also very 
modest (Table 1).

Färdigh (2010) and Santana-Pereira (2012) report the existence of a strong 
correlation between the volume of newspaper circulation and gdp per capita, 
the former being higher in wealthier societies. This being said, it is not surpris-
ing to find that newspaper reading seems to be a solidly widespread habit in 
countries like Austria, Finland, Sweden, and the French-speaking community 
in Belgium. In such contexts the average circulation varies between 342,000 
and 457,000 copies per million inhabitants (Table 1).

The small dimension of the Portuguese press market strengthens the argu-
ment that Portuguese newspapers play an imperfect role as vehicles of vertical 
communication between the common citizen and the political elites, tending 
to work more as an instrument of horizontal communication among elites 
(Hallin and Mancini, 2004). Furthermore, the small size of the Portuguese 
market entails inherent problems with profits and liquidity, which may pose 
serious problems to the long-term survival of newspapers, as well as weaken 
their ability to withstand political and economic pressures. In 2009 the size 
of the press market was negatively correlated with the amount and degree of 
political and economic threats on the freedom of the press. The Portuguese 
case was, nonetheless, deviant: despite its small and underdeveloped press 
market, the economic and political pressures resulting in threats to press free-
dom were negligible (Santana-Pereira, 2015).

The Portuguese press market forecasts are anything but sunny. To start 
with, newspaper circulation has suffered a notable slump in the last few 
years, going from about 536 million in 2009 to about 383 million in 2013.4 
The number of copies sold and distributed free of charge in 2013 amounted 
to 70% of the figures recorded four years earlier. The number of newspaper 
and  magazine titles had, in 2013, regressed to that of 1995, with a remarkable 
decrease in printed newspapers (the number of newspapers simultaneously 
offered in print and online has remained stable since 2009/2010). Presumably, 
most of these defunct titles belong to regional and local newspapers, though 

4 The data presented in this paragraph concerning the evolution of the Portuguese press 
market during the last few years is provided by Pordata (www.pordata.pt).
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some important national titles have also disappeared from the newsstands 
during the last decade, namely: Comércio do Porto and A Capital (2005), Inde-
pendente (2006), the tabloid 24 Horas (2010), and the free newspapers Meia 
Hora and Global Notícias (2009 and 2010).

Let us now analyze the intervention of the State in the media sphere. 
According to Hallin and Mancini (2004), the strongest form of state inter-
vention is the ownership and financing of the public television broadcasting 
service, along with some important aspects of industry regulation. In this 
article, for the sake of parsimony, our comparative analysis focusses on only 
the relative weight of public channels vis-à-vis the private television opera-
tors concerning audiences. However, we should mention that in 2009 77% of 
the funding received by rtp (the public television operator) was provided by 
the state (a value close to the eu average), and that the legal constraints to 
freedom of the press were, in Portugal – a country whose television sector 
was wildly deregulated (Traquina, 1995) – notably low (eao, 2010; Freedom 
House, 2010). Generally speaking, there does not seem to be a strong con-
nection between the degree of commercialization of the television subsystem 
and the reliance on state funding by the public broadcasters, but the systems 
in which such broadcasters maintain a reasonable ability to attract audiences 
tend also to be the ones in which regulatory constraints to freedom of the press 
are weaker (Santana-Pereira, 2012).

rtp started to lose the audience ratings battle during the mid-1990s, in part 
due to the bold style initially adopted by sic and, in the following decade, by 
tvi. In 2009 the Portuguese television scene was clearly commercialized, and 
the difference in audience share between the public channels and the privately 
owned ones was above 20% (Table 1). In Europe the general trend is for the pri-
vate channels to reach, on average, more than 14% of audience share than their 
public counterparts, although most member states possess highly commercial-
ized panoramas. In countries such as Bulgaria and Romania, public television 
is absolutely irrelevant in terms of audience. This same pattern can be observed, 
although to a lesser extent, in the remaining eastern (except for Poland) and 
southern (except for Italy) European countries. In these two exceptional coun-
tries, as well as in the United Kingdom, Finland, Flanders, and Sweden, the bal-
ance between the relative strength of public and private channels is remarkable, 
revealing the existence of a television market duopoly, or of a dual television 
system (Ricolfi, 1997; Curran et al., 2009; Filas and  Planeta, 2009; Padovani, 
2009). Denmark is the only European Union country where public channels 
attract almost two thirds of tv audiences (Santana-Pereira, 2012, 2015).

The Portuguese television panorama is, thus, more commercialized than 
the European average, although following the trend seen in most European 
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TABLE 1

The Portuguese media system in comparative perspective

 

Press

Market

Size *

Relative Wei-

ght of Public 

TV Channels †

External

Political

Diversity ‡

Internal

Political

Diversity ¤

Journalist 

Professionali-

zation ¶

Austria 342,360 19.7 7.8 5.4 4.3

Belgium-Flanders 225,190 0.6 6.7 5.6 5.6

Belgium-Wallonia 457,200 12.1 5.7 6.6 6.4

Bulgaria 137,170 -61.2 2.9 5.4 3.4

Cyprus 125,000 -31 8.9 5.2 3.4

Czech Republic 161,750 -28 5.0 4.7 3.8

Denmark 293,860 64.7 7.8 7.3 6.8

Estonia 169,400 -21.1 5.6 5.8 4.8

Finland 404,490 -1.5 8.8 5.9 7.1

France 150,830 -18.7 7.8 5.6 5.8

Germany 240800 -9.4 4.4 7.1 5.9

Greece 116,370 -52.8 7.8 5.7 4.3

Hungary 150,150 -43.2 10.0 6.6 3.4

Ireland 203,810 23.4 3.8 4.2 4.8

Italy 146,920 -1.2 5.6 5.4 3.2

Latvia 151,110 -33.6 7.5 5.4 5.3

Lithuania 192,490 -44.8 7.5 6.7 4.0

Netherlands 292,340 14.6 8.9 7.0 5.7

Malta 243,900 9.8 7.5 5.5 5.0

Poland 94,660 -4 2.2 5.8 4.2

Portugal 82,520 -22.3 7.5 5.6 5.2

Romania 89,560 -59.3 4.0 5.9 3.3

Slovakia 82,820 -36.2 8.6 5.7 4.8

Slovenia 200,980 -14.6 8.9 5.5 5.2

Spain 141,860 -33.1 7.8 5.7 4.3

Sweden 417,990 2.8 7.8 6.2 7.1

United Kingdom 263,790 -3.6 7.2 4.6 4.5

Average UE26 206,642 -13.8 6.8 5.8 4.9
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Table 1 notes.

* Average newspaper circulation per million inhabitants. Source: Author’s calculations based on data provided 

by WAN (2010). For further details on this and other indicators used, see Santana-Pereira (2012).

† Difference between public and private channels in audience share. Varies between -100 (totally commercial-

ized panorama) and 100 (totally state-controlled panorama). Positive values express a preponderance of public 

channels and negative values a preponderance of private channels. Values close to 0 show a balance between 

the two. Source: Author’s calculations based on data provided by EAO (2010).

†† Measure based on the difference between the proportion of channels and titles supportive of right-wing par-

ties and left-wing parties. This index was recoded so that higher values correspond to greater levels of external 

diversity, and so that it varies between 0 (no diversity) and 10 (great diversity). Source: Author’s calculations 

based on data provided by Popescu, Gosselin, and Santana-Pereira (2010). 

¤ Data on television and newspapers. Indicator measured on an 11-point scale, varying between 0 (only some 

political viewpoints presented) and 10 (all political viewpoints presented). Source: Author’s calculations based 

on data provided by Popescu, Gosselin, and Santana-Pereira (2010). 

¶ Index varying between 0 (low professionalization) and 10 (high professionalization). Source: Author’s calcula-

tion based on data provided by Popescu, Gosselin, and Santana-Pereira (2010).

media systems. Worries about the relative weakness of public television have 
at their core the fear that private channels dedicate a small amount of air time 
to news content and offer audiences information of lesser quality (de  Vreese 
et al., 2006; Curran et al., 2009; Iyengar et al., 2010; Aalberg, van Aelst and 
Curran, 2010, 2012). If the quantity and quality of the information presented 
by public channels are greater than that of the private ones, and if the majority 
of the population does not follow public channels, the probability of exposure 
to quality news content is considerably reduced. This obviously relies on the 
assumption that the public channels provide a public service to citizens, and 
are politically independent. In reality, the quality of the services delivered and 
the independence of the public television channels vary substantially across 
Europe (Hanretty, 2011; Popescu et al., 2012). In the Portuguese case, in 2009 
public channels indeed offered more news content than their private counter-
parts, although there were no substantial differences in terms of the quality of 
the information provided (Santana-Pereira, 2015).

Besides having an underdeveloped press market and a commercialized 
television landscape, the Portuguese media system is also characterized by a 
considerable level of concentration. While the United Kingdom or Austria are 
good examples of systems with monomedia concentration patterns, in which 
the ownership of a specific activity sector (television, radio, press) is concen-
trated in a few hands (Humphreys, 2009; Thiele, 2009), Portugal is, together 
with other countries of southern Europe, a country where cross- media 
 concentration patterns predominate. For instance, Impresa controls a gen-
eralist channel (sic), several cable channels, a weekly newspaper (Expresso), 
and a news magazine (Visão), among other titles of non-news content; Media 
Capital controls a number of generalist and cable channels, some radio sta-
tions, and a web portal (iol); Controlinveste (rebranded Global Media Group 
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in 2014) owns a radio station (tsf) and the newspapers Diário de Notícias and 
Jornal de Notícias.

Media ownership concentration is considered a threat to editorial inde-
pendence (Hanretty, 2014) and to the plurality of viewpoints in the media 
market, impacting both external and internal political diversity. In a system 
with high levels of external diversity there is a strong parallelism between the 
media and the party system: each media outlet is clearly associated with a 
given political party or ideological area. High levels of external diversity imply 
low levels of internal diversity, which is to say, pluralism or balance within each 
individual media outlet (Voltmer, 2000). Nevertheless, individual bias leads to 
diversity at the system level only if different sides of the ideological spectrum 
or the government/opposition divide are supported. Diversity (either internal 
or external) is a fundamental requisite for the enhancement of debate in the 
public sphere.

The data presented in Table 1 allow us to analyze the internal and exter-
nal diversity of the Portuguese media system from a comparative standpoint. 
The external political diversity indicator is obtained through the difference 
between media outlets supportive of left-wing and right-wing parties,5 and 
has been recoded in order to be easily compared with the internal diver-
sity indicator presented in the next column. Before analyzing these data, we 
should make some points clear. First, in building the external diversity indica-
tor we took into consideration only the existence of partisanship in the media, 
independently of its degree, which may be moderate or intense; furthermore, 
the data concern only the seven to ten most important newspapers and tv 
channels in each country. Second, there is a great potential for external diver-
sity fluctuations in fluid party systems, like those of the new democracies of 
eastern Europe (Mancini and Zielonka, 2012), and in consolidated systems 
in which control over state television can cause editorial interferences. As a 
result, the picture presented here may not match the present situation, which 
is impossible to analyze due to lack of comparative data. Lastly, this indicator 
should be read jointly with the internal diversity one, using the following key: 
1) low to moderate levels of internal and external diversity indicate the exis-
tence of moderate to serious political biases in the media system, favoring just 
one side of the ideological/party spectrum; 2) low to moderate levels of exter-
nal diversity and high levels of internal diversity mean that several neutral or 

5 In Santana-Pereira (2012), data on the external diversity of the European media systems 
regarding the government/opposition parties dichotomy are also presented and discussed. The 
correlation between the measure used in this article and that other measure is moderate and 
positive (Pearson’s r = 0.5; p < 0.05).
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pluralistic media outlets are present in contrast with few politicized media 
defending just one side of the spectrum; 3) high levels of external diversity 
and low to moderate levels of internal diversity reflect a polarized but plural-
istic system; 4) finally, high levels in both indicators reflect the coexistence of 
pluralistic media outlets and of partisan media that support different political 
ideas.

In 2009 the majority of the European media systems were closer to a type 3 
model, meaning a pluralistic and diversified environment. Germany’s is the 
only type 2 system, due to the fact that most of the media considered biased 
stood close to the same political party in 2009: cdu (Christlisch Demokratische 
Union; Christian Democratic Union). Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, 
 Ireland, Italy, Poland, and Romania are type 1 systems, in which political-par-
tisan biases seems more serious. In the Italian case this was due to the fact that 
Silvio  Berlusconi, owner of the three main private tv channels and a num-
ber of newspapers, was also prime-minister, a fact that negatively affected the 
editorial independence of the rai public channels (Padovani, 2009). Finally, 
 Denmark, the Netherlands, and Sweden are type 4 systems, in which two 
media subsystems seem to coexist (a neutral or internally diversified television 
system, and a press system that is relatively committed politically, creating a 
context of external diversity).

In Portugal, although the television channels are considered more biased 
than the newspapers (notwithstanding the fact that Público and jn are seen 
as more pluralistic than Expresso or Correio da Manhã), there seems to have 
existed, in 2009, some plurality within this television subsystem, with the 
public channels showing some pro-government (or pro-socialist) tendencies 
and the private stations exhibiting some sympathy toward the right-wing par-
ties, i. e. the opposition with previous government experience (Popescu et al., 
2012). There is a difference between the Portuguese and Spanish systems that 
is not apparent from the analysis of the data presented in Table 1 and that 
is worth pointing out: although both systems show relatively high levels of 
external diversity, the media that exhibit bias toward a specific party do so 
much more intensely and blatantly in Spain than in Portugal (see Popescu 
et al., 2012).

The fourth and last dimension proposed by Hallin and Mancini (2004) 
for the analysis of the European media systems is the professionalization of 
 journalists. Here the term “professionalization” does not refer to the existence 
of a specialized body of knowledge acquired through formal and/or profes-
sional education, but rather to the autonomy of the journalist as a professional 
within the organization she works for, a set of values that makes her perceive 
her work as a service to the public, and the adoption of an internal code of 
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professional norms (Hallin and Mancini, 2004). The professionalization index 
included in Table 1 is composed of items from the emss that were especially 
conceived to operationalize those conceptual elements.

Portugal is positioned favorably regarding this indicator, when compared 
both to the European countries taken as a whole and to the other southern 
European democracies. The professionalization of Portuguese journalists is 
greater than that of their colleagues in Spain, Greece, and chiefly, Italy – the 
least professionalized in the European Union, on a par with Romania, Hungary, 
Bulgaria, and Cyprus (Table 1). The highest levels of journalist professionaliza-
tion are found in Scandinavia. However, in a European context in which the 
average value for this index (4.9) is slightly lower than the middle point of the 
scale (5), one has to conclude that the professionalization of European journal-
ists is, in general, rather modest. In the Portuguese case, the relative advantage 
over other nations belonging to the same geographic region does not mask the 
fact that the professionalization levels found in the country are modest.

The professionalization of journalists is a relevant factor because of the 
impact it may have on the quality of information, and for its boosting effect 
in journalists’ ability to resist pressures by political and economic agents. The 
quality of the information offered by the Portuguese media is, in fact, compar-
atively better that that of southern and eastern European nations, where jour-
nalist professionalization levels are lower (Popescu et al., 2012). Furthermore, 
the professionalization indicator is negatively correlated with the existence 
of threats to the freedom of the press in the set of countries under analysis 
( Santana-Pereira, 2015).

PE RC E P T ION S OF M E DIA PE R F OR M A NC E

In the previous section we characterized the Portuguese media system in 
structural terms, based on the analytic model suggested by Hallin and Mancini 
(2004). What follows is a performance evaluation of the Portuguese system 
regarding its normative roles. We shall assess, specifically, the extent to which 
the media help people to be informed on important issues, create room for the 
disputing of different political ideas, present diverse points of view on import-
ant subjects, and keep under check and scrutinize the activity of governments. 
For this purpose we will employ the opinions of the experts queried in the 
emss project (Popescu et al., 2012), which offer us a systemic comparative 
perspective, and data collected by a survey carried out during the first quar-
ter of 2014, on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of the April Revolution, 
that included questions aimed at measuring the normative performance of 
the media (bqd, 2014). This analysis is further complemented by data from 
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the survey conducted in 2011 by the Barómetro da Qualidade da Democracia 
(Costa Pinto et al., 2012).

Among the four ascribed roles – to inform, to provide a forum for debate, 
to offer different perspectives on the same issue, and to act as watchdog – the 
Portuguese media fare better, according to the experts asked in the emss proj-
ect, in the second one, scoring 5.3 on a scale of 0 to 10. The remaining func-
tions score slightly lower, between 4.5 and 4.9 on the same scale (Popescu et 
al., 2012; Figures 1 to 4.)

Citizens seem to be more optimistic than communication and politics 
experts: their media performance assessments vary between 7.7 and 8 (bqd, 
2014). Media outlets are, therefore, perceived by the public as actors that con-
tribute in a positive way to the quality of democracy. Furthermore, 69% of 
the Portuguese people consider that allowing greater media access to the rea-
sons and criteria used by the government in the decision-making process is an 
effective vertical accountability measure, and 48% think that attracting media 
attention to a given issue is an effective form of political engagement, even if 
only a minority believe in the capacity of the media to stop government abuse 
(Costa Pinto et al., 2012). All in all, the Portuguese media are essentially per-
ceived as privileged agents with access to information about the backstage of 
the governmental or political spheres, that offer this information to the citizens 
and to representatives of other democratic institutions that can (and should) 
have the resources to act upon it.

In comparative terms (Figures 1 to 4), there seems to be a considerable dif-
ference between northern and southern European countries regarding these 
performance indicators. Such differences appear more pronounced in the 
case of the availability of in-depth information and of variety of perspectives. 
Within the cluster of polarized pluralist countries (Spain, France, Greece, Italy, 
and Portugal), the situation of Portugal tends to be more positive than the 
one identified in Italy, similar to the situation of the Spanish and French sys-
tems, and slightly less positive than the pattern identified by the Greek experts. 
Generally speaking, we can say that Italy was in 2009 the polarized pluralistic 
media system with the poorest performance, a fact that puts this country in 
line with new democracies of Eastern Europe such as Romania and Bulgaria.

T H E ST RU C T U R E A N D NOR M AT I V E PE R F OR M A NC E
OF M E DIA SYST E M S

To what extent do the structural dimensions of media systems contribute to 
a more or less favorable performance of the media? In Table 2 we present the 
results of four linear regression models – one for each performance indicator – 



794 JOSÉ SANTANA-PEREIRA

FIGURE 1

Media performance:
success in creating a public 
debate forum for politicians
and political parties
(from 0 = none at all
to 10 = very much)

FIGURE 2

Media performance:
success in offering different
perspectives on important
current affairs
(from 0 = none at all
to 10 = very much)

FIGURE 3

Media performance:
success in scrutinizing
government action on behalf
of citizens
(from 0 = none at all
to 10 = very much)

FIGURE 4

Media performance:
citizens find in-depth
information on important issues 
in the media
(from 0 = untrue to 10 = true)

Source: Popescu et al., 2012.
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in which the impact of the five structural variables (market size, relative weight 
of public television, internal and external diversity, and journalist profession-
alization) is assessed.

The robustness of the results was tested by the estimation of other regres-
sion models with control variables related to economic wellbeing and to the 
educational standards of the population, as well as to the age of the democratic 
regime.6 Due not only to a high ratio between the number of variables and 
cases, but also to the strong correlation between some of these factors and the 
wish to avoid multicolinearity, we opted to include the factors to be controlled 
one at a time, meaning that for each dependent variable three regression mod-
els with control variables (one for each variable) were estimated. Space restric-
tions prevent us from presenting here the results of these regressions, but they 
are available upon request.

The level of journalist professionalization was the most important fac-
tor of media performance in the eu member states in 2009. Its impact is 
quite remarkable: if the remaining four factors are kept constant, a one-point 
increase in this indicator leads to a 0.77 increase in the scrutiny index, 0.71 
in the in-depth information index, 0.56 in the diversity index, and 0.47 in 
the debate fora creation index (Table 2). It is, furthermore, a robust effect 
that maintains its significance even after the introduction of the control vari-
ables.7

Nevertheless, the explanatory power of the model is far greater when it 
comes to the provision of in-depth information and diversity of viewpoints 
on important issues (Table 2). The proposed model explains more than 50% 
of the variation in these two dependent variables, while accounting for just 
one fifth of the variation in the other  performance indexes. This mostly hap-
pens not because the journalist professionalization index has a different 
explanatory capacity, but because the internal diversity index tends to have 
a positive impact on the quality and variety of the information provided by 
the media (although not statistically significant owing to the small number 
of cases under analysis), while being irrelevant to the remaining dependent 
variables.

6 The control variables are the education index and the gdp per capita used to calculate the 
un hdi (indexes described and data available in http://hdr.undp.org/en), as well as an index of 
democratic experience of societies in 2009 (with three levels: recent eastern European democra-
cies, with fewer than 20 years of continuous existence; recent southern European democracies, 
with about 35 years of existence; older democracies).
7 One of the control variables – gdp per capita – has a significantly positive impact on the 
relevant information availability index. Otherwise, the control variables have no significant sta-
tistical effect on the four dependent variables analyzed.
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C ONC LU DI NG NOT E S

The purpose of this article was to analyze the main features of the Portuguese 
media system in the context of the European Union. The analysis endorses the 
conclusion that several years after the publishing of the already classic book by 
Daniel Hallin and Paolo Mancini (2004), Portugal, the least polarized of the 
polarized pluralistic media systems, continued to be less polarized than the 
Spanish and Italian systems. The Portuguese press market is rather underde-
veloped, posing obstacles to the survival of some titles. The professionalization 
levels of Portuguese journalists are on a par with the European average, but 
objectively low. Regarding state intervention, in an indisputably commercial-
ized tv context, the State was responsible for injecting three quarters of the 
financial resources required by the public television service. On aggregate, 
despite some differences from the picture painted by Hallin and Mancini in 
2004, Portugal still exhibits the main features that characterize the southern 
European cluster, particularly regarding the press market and its journalists.

Regarding the normative performance of the media, in terms of availabil-
ity of quality information and diverse viewpoints, of the creation of spaces for 

TABLE 2

Impact of media system’s structural features on media performance

Information Diversity Forum Watchdog

Intercept 0.27 1.45 3.77 1.54

Market Size
-0.01

(0.01)

0.01

(0.01)

0.01

(0.01)

0.01

(0.01)

Weight of Public TV
0.01

(0.01)

0.01

(0.01)

0.01

(0.01)

0.01

(0.01)

External Diversity
0.02

(0.01)

-0.03

(0.05)

0.03

(0.07)

-0.02

(0.10)

Internal Diversity
0.34

(0.27)

0.23

(0.15)

0.07

(0.20)

0.09

(0.29)

Journalist

Professionalization

0.71**

(0.24)

0.56***

(0.13)

0.47*

(0.18)

0.77**

(0.26)

Adjusted R2 53.9% 62.2% 20.2% 19.9%

N 27 27 27 27

Sources: Author’s calculations based on data provided by Popescu et al. (2012), EAO (2010), and WAN (2010).

All dependent variables vary between 0 and 10.

Significance: p < .001 = ***; p < .01 = **; p < .05 = *

VIF values lower than 2.4.
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political debate, and of government activity scrutiny, Portugal resembles, once 
more, other pluralistic polarized systems. The general panorama is, neverthe-
less, more positive in Portugal than in Italy, where the media seem to be lack-
ing in the fulfilment of their normative roles. In any case, Portuguese experts 
show little enthusiasm about the performance of their media, ranking it well 
below the frankly positive evaluation made by the general public. All in all, 
the Portuguese media count themselves among the good students of southern 
Europe, but their performance lags well behind their western and northern 
European counterparts.

Lastly, the performance of the media seems to depend to a great extent 
on the levels of journalist professionalization. Therefore, it will be necessary 
to further encourage this professionalization in order to better the media’s 
contribution to the democratic process. What can be done to secure high pro-
fessionalization of the journalistic class? There is no clear-cut answer to this 
question, but there are some paths – many of them winding and complex – that 
may lead to improvement. First, the training of new generations of journalists 
must ensure that their career preparation includes not only the acquisition of 
technical skills, but a solid ethical and deontological component as well. Sec-
ond, the media system must be regulated and supervised in order to neutralize 
political, legal, and economic threats that diminish the professionalization of 
this class (Santana-Pereira, 2015). On the one hand, this may imply the setting 
up of arrangements that guarantee the different political parties effective access 
to and an equitable and unbiased presence in the media, in order to reduce the 
amount of political coercion or the need to establish privileged relationships 
with certain journalists. On the other hand – and perhaps more importantly – 
it is crucial to find ways to fight job insecurity among journalists (a partic-
ularly worrying aspect in the Iberian Peninsula), since it may encourage the 
public service norm to take a back seat in relation to the pressing need to keep 
a job position. Considering that one of the causes of job insecurity within 
journalism is the frailty and underdevelopment of the press market, and that 
these arise mainly from the fact that large portions of the population lack 
the habit of accessing information through newspapers, the socialization pro-
cesses of the new generations (in schools and other institutions) should be 
oriented toward fostering reading habits and conveying the importance of 
being well informed.

Finally, one must underscore the fact that the analysis reported here por-
trays the European media systems during a period quite different from the 
one that the Old Continent is presently experiencing. The data analyzed in 
this article are from 2009, and were thus collected before the onset of the 
financial crisis that, especially in the frailest member states, entailed several 
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consequences for citizens, media organizations, political parties, and protag-
onists. Therefore, it is probable that some of the patterns mentioned need 
to be re-evaluated under this new context. There is, in fact, some empirical 
evidence that the situation with some media systems in the south and east 
of the European Union has been worsening during the last six years. Free-
dom House, for instance, has been signalling the erosion of press freedom in 
countries like Greece and Hungary, but also in Spain, the uk, and Cyprus.8 
Also, the absence of trustworthy comparative data made it impossible for the 
analysis of the structural dimensions and performance carried out here to 
be extended to the last five years. Future research into this subject should, 
therefore, seek to produce data that allow us to draw a picture of the European 
media systems in times of crisis.

8 See https://freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-press.
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