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Abstract
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this study is to explore how journalists operate in such a conflict and under such uncertainty, as an implication of (political)
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changes in the processes of message construction and in the journalistic practices of the participants, exploring if, how,
and to what extent these changes were imposed to journalists directly or indirectly.
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1. Introduction

What makes journalism a “safe” profession? Does a
threat to life, as for instance in an armed conflict, consti-
tute a condition that can lead to the impoverishment of
the journalistic content or are there other kinds of “con-
flicts,” such as economic strangulation and the threat
to viability, that can intervene in the function of jour-
nalism as monitoring? The aim of this research is to ex-
plore to which extent the Memoranda in three countries
of the European South—Greece, Cyprus, and Spain—
functioned as “pressure points” on the journalistic con-
tent or to what extent media suppression is an indica-
tor of broader powers of corruption, political control
and anti-democratic practices (Hanitzsch & Vos, 2018;
Wolfgang, Vos & Kelling, 2019).

2. The Safety of Journalists

According to the Committee to Protect Journalists, since
1992, 855 journalists lost their lives. In 2018, in partic-
ular, 54 journalists were killed or murdered in the bat-
tlefields and 251 were imprisoned. During the decade
2007–2017, 800 media professionals were killed in total;
during 2015–2017, 59% of them lost their lives in bat-
tlefields, with a 95% of them being local correspondents
(Carlsson & Pöyhtäri, 2017). In addition, newmedia have
undoubtedly played an important role in the develop-
ment of political movements, e.g., in Tunisia and Egypt
(Khondker, 2011, p. 678), facilitating and sometimes en-
hancing the work of journalists (Cottle, 2011) who had
been excluded from the regimes. Political volatility aris-
ing from such disturbances leads local regimes, who
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seek to maintain their power, to actions that afflict in-
dependent journalism and the truemission of themedia.
Journalists aremurderednot only to provoke a shock, but
also as ameans of intimidation.Murder has thus become
an effective lever for the activity of terrorist-militia pres-
sure groups, but for some regimes as well, who use it as
a means of reducing the control applied to them. Apart
from that, technological progress, which can be a bless-
ing for facilitating a professional, can be a curse at the
same time, because it makes tracing or even targeting
the action or the position of a journalist easier.

Another important source of threat for journalists de-
rives from organized crime, especially in certain coun-
tries of Asia, Central and South America, such as Mexico
and Colombia, which appear as areas of high risk.
Carlsson and Pöyhtäri (2017, p. 12) note that themajority
of victims do not come from countries in war, but are in-
volved in the disclosure of information concerning drug
trafficking, human rights violations, and corruption.

Even though the “physical” safety of journalists has
been widely discussed, less attention has been given
to their psychological safety. Psychological safety has
been defined as “individuals’ perceptions related to the
degree of interpersonal threat in their work environ-
ment” (Nembhard& Edmondson, 2012, p. 2); as the feel-
ing of being able to “show and employ one’s self with-
out fear of negative consequences to self-image, sta-
tus or career” (Kahn, 1990, p. 703); or a feeling that
provides a sustainable psychological path to high per-
formance, even in uncertain environments (Edmondson,
2008). Psychological safety has a positive effect on
collaboration (Gratton & Erickson, 2007), experimenta-
tion (Madsen & Desai, 2010), on organizational learn-
ing and performance (Choo, Linderman, & Schroeder,
2007; Nembhard & Tucker, 2011), self-confidence in
the workplace (Edmondson, 1999), while increasing the
propensity to share one’s knowledge in psychologically
safe places (Siemsen, Roth, Balasubramanian, & Anand,
2009). In addition, increased insecurity, especially de-
rived from increasing unemployment rates and per-
ceived job vulnerability, leads to high psychosocial work
stress and burnout (Tsai & Chan, 2011). The interna-
tional crisis that started in 2008 has highlighted the need
to focus more on “economic stress” as a crucial factor of
psychological insecurity that affects perceived vulnera-
bility, employees’ well-being, job satisfaction and perfor-
mance (Bond & Bunce, 2001; Chalofsky, 2003; Karasek,
2008). Even though scholars have long recognized the
threat of job insecurity, unemployment, and underem-
ployment to the psychological safety of employees, less
attention has been given on economic stress such as
employees’ current financial status, their worries on fi-
nancial issues and the multi-level effects of economic
stressors on different socioeconomic levels of analysis
(Probst, 2005). Especially in these times of crisis, or-
ganizations have been driven by an economic rational-
ist calculus, while the costly consequences of compro-
mised worker psychological health driven by economic

stress have been largely ignored (Dollard, 2007; Johnson,
2008). Even though “economic stress” as a product of
the economic crisis has been found to generally have
an impact on general stress, anxiety and depression
(Viseu et al., 2018), on polarization and “middle class
squeeze” (Whelan, Russell, & Maître, 2016) and on per-
sonal and social coping resources (Bartholomae & Fox,
2017), little attention has been given on the effects of
economic stress on the journalistic practice, especially
in the countries of the “European South” and in par-
ticular on the perceptions and experiences of the jour-
nalists who were expected to operate under the politi-
cal and economic pressures emanating from the logic of
the Memoranda.

In Cyprus, Greece, and Spain, that this article exam-
ines, the new working environment that has emerged
due to the economic crisis has outplaced the experi-
enced and more highly-paid professionals, resulting in
phenomena of insufficient advocacy of the professional
relations code and even of the journalist code of con-
duct, therefore leading to the “pauperization” of also the
younger, training journalists. This lack of job security con-
stitutes a source of corruption and self-censorship for
journalists, causing an internal, self-fueled crisis. In the
case of Cyprus, the press, while covering the demonstra-
tions outside the House of Parliament during the delib-
erations on Eurogroup decisions, inclined to the decon-
struction of the demonstrators and of their demands, le-
gitimizing policies from above (Spyridou, 2015). In gen-
eral, the autonomy of journalists in Cyprus is at risk be-
cause of their dependency on the government, commer-
cial interests and, more recently, job insecurity (Milioni,
Spyridou, & Koumis, 2017).

Similar phenomena emerged in Greece as well,
where the crisis, up to a certain point, was subserved
by the stance of the media (Nikolaidis, 2017). Strict fis-
cal adjustment, dismissals in both private and public
sectors, reduction in advertisements on the press, etc.,
made lots of journalists accept serious curtailments on
their wages, work under the abiding monitoring of the
editorial board, and enter a form of self-censorship as
they were trying to strike a balance between the corre-
lated systems of politics, economy andmedia, in order to
protect their job (Iosifidis & Boucas, 2015). Additionally,
journals and magazines sales figures decreased by 50%
between 2012 and 2017 (Hellenic Statistical Authority,
2018). Although the life of journalists in Greece, Cyprus,
and Spain is not directly threatened, according to the
“Reporters without Borders” a new, emerging, form of
economic threat seems to have advanced upon them; at
least, this is shown in the interviews taken in the con-
text of this research. Apparently, this is not irrelevant to
the new state of affairs that late neoliberalism built up
in the countries of the European South, which—in the
case of Cyprus for example—as noted by Vogiatzoglou
(2016), victimized the island, even though two years af-
ter the loan agreement some indices shifted towards the
correct direction.
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3. Greece, Cyprus, Spain: Alliances in Respect to
Memoranda and Economic Deficiencies

On August 2018, the termination of the third economic
adjustment program for Greece, which accompanied the
third loan, put an end to the most economically turbulent
period of postwar Greece. The crisis, before derailing in
terms of fiscal policy, started in 2008 as a circular reces-
sion. In 2010, the Greek government and the creditors pro-
posed choices to eliminate the risk of defaulting on pay-
ments, which are to blame for the extremity of the crisis.
Greece, whichwas the first country of the European South
to be subjected to the Memorandum mechanism in April
2010, received in total €288.7 billion: 256.6 fromEuropean
sources and 32.1 from the International Monetary Fund
(IMF; European Stability Mechanism, 2018).

Spain acceded to the Memorandum regime in July
2012, for a period of 18 months, and the Program ended
in January 2014. The agreement with the EU stipulated
that Spain would borrow up to €100 billion, with the ex-
clusive aim of rescuing its banks (European Commission,
2012). Finally, it deployed €38,9 billion for the recapital-
ization of its commercial banks and €2.5 billion as cap-
ital injection for the establishment of Sareb, which ac-
cording to the Irish model operated as a “bad bank” ab-
sorbing the toxic assets of the four nationalized banks
(BFA Banca, Catalunya Bank, Banco Gallego, and Banco
de Valencia). The metastasis of the deep structural crisis
of 2008 in Spain was triggered by the property bubble
of the preceding decade, which in turn was the result
of irresponsible lending by the banks. Albeit the respon-
sibility of the banks, the condition for the financing of
Spain, in the framework of an internal devaluation policy
(as it also happened in Greece), was wage reduction and
other measures that deteriorated the position of lower-
income classes.

Cyprus was the last country to join the rescue mech-
anism. The Cypriot crisis mostly resembled the Irish and
the Spanish ones, because it originated from the banks. In
2011, the ratio of bank assets to Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) reached 896%. In 2012, the private debt (of house-
holds and businesses) reached 288% of the GDP (Kosmas,
2019). The purchase of Greek bonds on behalf of the
Cypriot banks, which were later subjected to a “haircut”
following the decision of the European Commission in the
context of the 2012 restructuring—without provision for
any compensation, althoughCypruswas an EUmember—
transferred the crisis from Greece to Cyprus. Apart from
the already known terms of funding, such as wage re-
ductions, privatizations, etc., what was also included in
the case of Cyprus was the “haircut” to deposits over
€100,000. It was the first time that such a measure was
implemented in the EU. Cyprus was subsumed under the
rescuemechanism inMarch 2013; it borrowed €10 billion
and exited in March 2016 (European Commission, 2013).

The inclusion of the above three countries in the
regime of limited sovereignty that the Memoranda im-
posed, strengthened the links among them. There are
three prevailing similarities: Firstly, in all three countries,
the public debt is much higher after their “rescue,” con-
trary to the level it was before the crisis, as it is apparent
from Figure 1. Consequently, they are more susceptible
to an abrupt shift of the economic cycle.

Secondly, all three countries are under a surveillance
regime, as stipulated by the regulation 472/2013 of the
European Parliament and Council (European Parliament,
2013). As a result, economic policy (everything concern-
ing public spending, banking sector, labor market, so-
cial policy, etc.) comes under the rigorous monitoring of
European institutions.

Thirdly, social welfare indices have yet to return to
their pre-crisis levels. In Greece, unemployment in 2019

Figure 1. Public debt as a ratio of GDP. Source: European Commission’s Directorate General for Economic and Financial
Affairs (2019).
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is double than in 2008, wages and pensions are by 40%
lower, collective bargaining has been abolished by law,
and Greece is the only member state of the EU where
the minimum wage is decided by state law. In Spain, in
2018, the unemployment rate was higher than in 2008
(15.3% instead of 11.3%), although during that decade
wages decreased and the labor market became more
flexible, e.g., in 2017, 90% of jobs were temporary and
one third of them lasted less than a week (Alderman,
2019). Furthermore, Spain still had the highest school
dropout rate in the EU: 19.9% in 2015 (Villanueva& Vega,
2019). In Cyprus, unemployment in 2018 was more than
double in comparison to 2008 (8.4% from 3.7%); in the
meantime, a broad program of first-residence auctions
is imminent, which will deteriorate the terms of housing
for thousands of Cypriots, but will enable the banks to
purge their portfolios.

Some common characteristics that run deeper can
also be traced in the roots of the economic crisis. No
matter what form it took (public debt and banking crisis),
it was a crisis that challenged and shook the dominant
economic model, that of neoliberalism, as it is demon-
strated in financialization and globalization (Duménil &
Lévy, 2011). It deteriorated as well, due to the partici-
pation of these three countries in the Eurozone, which
translated into inability to recourse to traditional mea-
sures of monetary policymaking for the management of
the crisis (Lapavitsas et al., 2012).

In that context, journalists were in the forefront of
pressure, not only having tomanage an extended, stress-
ful, and unpleasant situation, but also having to analyze
it, sometimes even serve it. On the one hand, they had to
cover suicides or school closures and, on the other, cuts
on wages and continuing lay-offs, which were an every-
day phenomenon. The contrast boiled up due to the fact
that economic volatility made the owners and managers
of the media more submissive to political and economic
authority, in order to ensure their survival. That process
raised issues for the “safety” of journalists, not only as a
result of a threat to their lives, but also as a psychological
after-effect of the extended insecurity climate.

4. Media Landscapes in Greece, Cyprus, and Spain

In Greece, 12 daily newspapers and 20 Sunday papers are
in circulation, and six nationwide private television chan-
nels broadcast. Newspaper circulation in 2018 amounted
to 54.2 million papers from 248.5 million in 2007, and
magazine circulation amounted to 20.6 million, from
111.4 in 2007―one year before the crisis hit. Media own-
ership in Greece is characterized by a very high degree of
concentration, indicative of very low levels of media plu-
ralism, a concept that embraces aspects such as diver-
sity in the ownership of media and variety in the sources
of information (Leandros, 2010). Circulation figures are
topped by the newspapers that belong to media groups
owning television channels, radio stations, and websites
(horizontal ownership) as well, or even a press distribu-

tion agency (vertical ownership). At the same time, diag-
onal ownership flourishes as well, as the most powerful
owners of media groups are also ship-owners or conduct
business in the refining and trade of crude oil, construc-
tion, tourism, and other industries. The press in Greece
is politically active in an intense way, identifying with
political parties (Papathanasopoulos, 2005); it comes as
no surprise that investigative journalism has significantly
shrunk, due to the deep economic crisis.

The Cypriot press shows a remarkable selling decline
in both newspaper and magazine. The readership index
of the first quarters of 2016 to 2019 is reduced by 4%
(from 14.4% to 10.5%), while the GDP of Cyprus is in-
creasing. Four daily and two Sunday political newspa-
pers are printed in Cyprus. One of them (Haravgi) be-
longs to the Communist Party, while the rest of them
(Fileleftheros, Politis, Alitheia, Simerini, and Kathimerini)
belong to media groups that also manage other media
(radio, magazines, television, websites), a practice grad-
ually abandoned in Europe. It is remarkable that most
newspaperswere foundedwith the occupation of Cyprus
featuring central on their agendas. Overall, Cyprus seems
to rather have freedom of expression and media plu-
ralism, since constitutional and legal provisions protect
citizens’ rights connected to the freedom of expression
(Christophorou & Spyridou, 2017).

Mass media in Spain are characterized by concentra-
tion in large private groups, among which Atresmedia,
Mediaset España, Prisa and Vocento stand out—we
could add others of amore regional scope, such as Grupo
Godó, Grupo Zeta, Corporación Voz de Galicia, Editorial
Prensa Ibérica, Grupo Joly, Grupo Heraldo, etc. Recently,
hundreds of new independent digital projects have been
added. The four large corporations are publicly traded
on the stock exchange. And their shareholders include
large financial corporations, banks, and multinationals.
Despite this, the greatest influence on information is pol-
itics. The private market is influenced through subsidies
and the granting of institutional advertising. This gener-
ates controversy, since it leads to public institutions inter-
fering with the editorial lines of the media. Ideologically,
Spanish media are divided into two clear axes which
should not be ignored. The first, horizontal, has to do
with a positioning between the political left and right.
The second one, vertical, has to do with the promotion
of a unified country versus the promotion of nationalism
(Salaverría & Beceiredo, 2018).

5. Methodology

5.1. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis and
Journalists

The journalistic profession, and especially the “safety”
(physical or psychological) of the journalists, has been
approached quantitatively (e.g., Browne, Evangeli, &
Greenberg, 2012; Feinstein & Starr, 2015; Levaot &Mark
Sinyor MSc, 2013) with less studies focusing on the quali-
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tative and in-depth understanding of the journalists’ psy-
chological processes and practices generated by feelings
of insecurity. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA) is a distinctive approach to qualitative research,
based on themethodological approaches of Smith (1996)
and Smith, Jarman, and Osborn (1999) and on the as-
sumption that individuals do not passively perceive of
an “objective” reality, but they interpret and formulate
their (personal) social reality from their own biographi-
cal experiences. The aim of the IPA is to explore in depth
the processes of experience, understanding, perceptions
and views (Reid, Flowers, & Larkin, 2005). As it is “phe-
nomenological,” this approach acknowledges the dual
facets of the method (both the participants’ and the re-
searchers’) and the joint reflections that form the ana-
lytic account produced (Osborn & Smith, 1998).

By applying IPA in this study, we aim to provide an
in-depth understanding of how the participants expe-
rienced the politics of the Memoranda in each coun-
try examined. The aim is not to create a representa-
tive study, but rather to understand the way in which
the Memoranda affected the journalistic practice of
the participants.

5.2. Participants

All data were derived from 35 semi-structured inter-
views (Greece, n = 14; Cyprus, n = 9; and Spain,
n = 12). Participants were journalists working in tradi-
tional and new media in each country at the time of the
Memoranda and had over 15 years of experience in tra-
ditional or traditional and new media. Participant infor-
mation is provided in Table 1.

5.3. Procedure

The qualitative data were obtained through semi-
structured interviews, which lasted between 30 and 60
minutes. All interviews were recorded and transcribed.
All participants were given an information sheet regard-
ing the present study, informing them on issues such as
assurance of anonymity, the right to withdraw, the in-
terview process, and the goals of the study. After hav-
ing read the information sheet, participants were pro-
vided with a consent form for the study. After signing
the consent form, participants were assigned a code
with the abbreviation of the country (ParticipantGR01,
ParticipantCY02, ParticipantSP03, etc.), the interview be-
gan, and participants were paid for their time.

The interviews were conducted with the discussion
focusing on the following four focal areas: First, the par-
ticipant’s journalistic experience; the questions were fo-
cused on the participants’ experiences regarding the
journalistic profession and how they were involved in
journalism even before the Memoranda.

Second, how the influence of the Memoranda was
understood by society and how it affected journalism in
general, according to the participants’ experiences and
views, as well as the influence of the Memoranda on
the participants’ journalistic practice. This area included
questions regarding the recognition of the main influ-
ence of the Memoranda in the participants’ countries
and the idea of “silence,” i.e., how and to what extent
the influence affected the content they produced.

Third, the understanding of the “pressure points,”
namely the exact “loci of pressure” that the participants
recognized, which interfered with their practice. The “in-
tensity” of this “pressure” was also qualitatively exam-
ined to provide a more general comparative overview of
the perceived pressure.

Fourth, the approach of using semi-structured inter-
views enabled participants to discuss issues that were
of primary concern to themselves. As such, this study
does not provide “generalized” results, but it examines
in depth the participants’ perceptions regarding the ef-
fect of the Memoranda in Greece, Cyprus, and Spain.

5.4. Analysis

All materials from the interviews were analyzed using
IPA (Smith, Jarman, & Osborn, 1999), aiming to cre-
ate concise and mutually exclusive themes that are
significant within the transcribed material. Each inter-
view was analyzed individually, and the relevant items
and emerging themes were recognized. Connections be-
tween the themes led to their ordering in preliminary
lists. Master themes for each interview were created
and, upon completion, all master themes from all inter-
views were assembled in greater categories, the super-
ordinate themes. All themes were represented verbatim
from the original material and the external reliability of
the analysis was ensured by an external, independent re-
searcher with extended experience in IPA methodology.

6. Results

Two super-ordinate themes emerged from the analy-
sis: (i) Influences of the Memoranda; and (ii) pressure

Table 1. Participant information.

Information/Country Greece (n = 14) Cyprus (n = 9) Spain (n = 12)

Gender Male: 9 Male: 7 Male: 7
Female: 5 Female: 2 Female: 5

Age range 37–58 44–61 39–59

Mean age 49 51 47
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points. The thematic structure of the analysis is displayed
in Table 2.

6.1. Influences of the Memoranda

The first super-ordinate theme of “Influences of the
Memoranda” emerged from the answers of the partic-
ipants regarding how and to what extent the logic of
Memoranda affected the journalistic practice at two lev-
els. Firstly, the perception of the participants regard-
ing how the Memoranda affected the “Others” (Table 2,
Code 1.1.), and secondly, how the Memoranda affected
the “Self” (Table 2, Code 1.2.), that is the participants
themselves on their profession. Regarding the first mas-
ter theme, two sub-categories emerged: financial influ-
ences (Table 2, Code 1.1.1.), and influences on journal-
istic practice (Table 2, Code 1.1.2.). The financial influ-
ences mentioned were predominantly negative: “Look,
theMemoranda brought redundancies and insecurity ev-
erywhere. You could see and feel that financially every-
thing has changed” (ParticipantGR02); “The most impor-
tant issue is that the financial crisis opened the door to
the financial loci to have more influence on society than
politicians did” (ParticipantCY06); “In Spain there was a
close and complex relation between the financial system
and media groups. The Memorandum affected a lot the
relationship with the banking system” (ParticipantSP03).
From the qualitative analysis, all participants in all coun-
tries recognized that the Memoranda had a negative im-
pact on the wider economy in general and the journalis-
tic field in particular. The negative impacts were not only
measured financially (cut-offs, lay-offs) but also psycho-
logically, in terms of creating feelings of insecurity.

Influences on journalistic practices (Table 2, Code
1.1.2.) emerged from the participants’ replies regarding
the effects of theMemoranda on the journalistic practice
itself: “The Memorandum changed the whole journalis-
tic landscape. The political system, the IMF, Europe, ev-
eryone involved wanted to change the way journalism
worked” (ParticipantGR08); “Less recruitments meant
lower quality. Today those who say that they are jour-
nalists are of lower quality than the older ones, they are
cheap labor” (ParticipantCY06). Even though Greek and
Cypriot participants all recognized, to a smaller or larger
extent, the financial impact of the Memoranda on the
journalistic practice, participants from Spain acknowl-
edged less direct impact, though acknowledging some

indirect pressure: “There might have been influences on
the companies for example, but I don’t think that the
media have been that affected” (ParticipantSP07). The
results in this sub-category point to the influence of the
Memoranda regarding the notion of “qualitative journal-
ism.” Abramson (2010) recognizes the challenges that
journalism faced, to acknowledge the direct and indirect
influences especially in times of crisis, and argues that
financial cut-downs and lay-offs have a negative impact
on the quality of journalism, given also the transforma-
tive era of today’s media (McNair, 2013).

Influences on the “Self” (Table 2, Code 1.2.) emerged
from the answers of the participants in respect to the
impact that such influences had on their personal jour-
nalistic practice, implying processes of self-censorship:
“Well, self-censorship was all around, especially if you
worked for a Medium that had a specific ‘line.’ In case
you went against that line, you would be marginalized
and lose your job” (ParticipantGR04); “There was gen-
erally a heavy ‘climate.’ I think it lasted just for a while.
It was a shock, but I think we soon found our pace”
(ParticipantCY05). As ParticipantSP02 remarks:

In my opinion, I would say insecurity leads to self-
censorship. The reasons vary, but I think that, a lot
of times, are more related to the prejudices of the
journalists, the fear of losing their jobs or the concern
about the crisis and its consequences on the media
where they work.

Interestingly enough, only the Greek journalists recog-
nized the process of self-censorship directly. Cypriot and
Spanish participantsmentioned vaguely a connection be-
tween financial insecurity and self-censorship but none
of them stated directly that they personally have been in-
volved of some kind of self-censorship, despite the fact
that they all acknowledged the role of the financial cri-
sis and the effect of the editorial “line” on the construc-
tion of the journalistic message. This finding could be in-
terpreted by what Hayes, Scheufele, and Huge, (2006)
call “non-participation as self-censorship,” namely the
fact that journalists avoided to enter a pro- or an anti-
Memorandum attitude in order to feel secure in their
working environments.

Overall, the Greek participants acknowledged in-
tense influence both at the larger societal and financial
level and at the personal level, that is their own journal-

Table 2. Compositional structure of IPA themes.

Thematic Level Code Theme One Code Theme Two

Super-ordinate theme 1 Influences of the Memoranda 2 Pressure Points
Master themes 1.1. Influences on Others 2.1. External Factors

1.2 Influences on Self 2.2. Internal Factors
Sub-categories 1.1.1. Financial Influences 2.1.1. Troika

1.1.2. Influences on journalistic practice 2.2.1. Government
1.2.1. Self-Censorship 2.2.2. Media Owners

2.2.3. Banks
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istic practice. Cypriot participants mentioned a relatively
mild influence of the Memorandum in most areas and
the Spanish participants in their majority did not recog-
nize any direct influence of the Memorandum on their
profession and said that, if there was some influence, it
was very mild and abstract.

6.2. Pressure Points

The super-ordinate theme “Pressure points” emerged
from the participants’ replies regarding how and to what
extent they felt “pressure” on the journalistic practice.
Two master themes emerged: External Factors (Table 2,
Code 2.1.), and Internal Factors (Table 2, Code 2.2.). The
distinction between “external” and “internal” factors
was constructed based on the country, namely whether
the “pressure points” were found “outside” their coun-
try (e.g., Europe, Troika) or “inside” their country (e.g.,
government).

Regarding the external factors, from the replies,
“Troika” (Table 2, Code 2.1.1.) emerged as a locus
of pressure:

The Troika at first used specific platforms, like in
Ireland, for delivering information to journalists. Soon
enough, the Troika employed companies for strate-
gic communication. At first, these companies were
used just to organize meetings, after a while they dis-
tributed the ‘non-papers.’ (ParticipantGR03)

Also, as ParticipantSP06 stated: “Sometimes, informa-
tive meetings have been arranged by the European
Commission for journalists. The aimwas to explain and to
discuss ‘off the record’ specific movements of the Troika.
Especially during the most difficult moments of the crisis
with Greece.” The Cypriot participants did not feel there
was an official pressure by the Troika to the journalists.
The interference of the Troika as a direct “pressure point”
was mostly and most intensely present in the replies of
the Greek journalists. Greek participants acknowledged
that “there was a ‘core’ of journalists, to whom spe-
cific directives were given” (ParticipantGR02); that the
Troika unofficially organized “Greek–German friendship
seminars as an integral part of journalists ‘proselytism”’
(ParticipantGR13). Interestingly, the Spanish participants
recognized the interference of the Troika to Spain as a
result of the Greek crisis and as a way to “prevent” the
“Greek paradigm” to affect other countries under the
logic of the Memoranda.

“Government” (Table 2, Code 2.2.1.) emerged from
the replies of the participants regarding how and towhat
extent government officials interfered directly or indi-
rectly with the construction of the journalistic message:

Look, the most intense interference was during the
Papadimos era. It was direct and lasted until the next
government. I was told that I had to start my TV
show playing videos that had a positive effect on the

market, silly things, for example to show how the
Americans threw teddy bears with hearts during a
rugby game….Of course, I refused. (ParticipantGR11)

Additionally, “the big issue in journalism is that one
has to have sources. And these sources decide how
close you will get to them. So, if you wrote some-
thing against them, you automatically lost your sources”
(ParticipantCY09); “the point is that, in Spain, media, es-
pecially the press, but also television, depend on the gov-
ernment, in one way or another. For example, Spanish
media groups, for the large part, depend on the li-
censes which are provided” (ParticipantSP01). Greek par-
ticipants in general acknowledged a more direct inter-
ference of government officials to the journalistic prac-
tice, while Cypriot and Spanish participants mostly re-
ferred to the “proximity to the source” issue. Greek par-
ticipants also acknowledged the indirect interference: “If
you were not with the government, you were not a pa-
triot. I mean the Memorandum was the patriotic thing
to do. If you did not support it, then the government
cut you off from the information” (ParticipantGR02).
Additionally, Greek participants mentioned direct inter-
ference of the Government to the journalistic practice:
“People came to the office and said to the chief edi-
tor that he [name of the politician] wants you to write
this” (ParticipantGR06). Political interference to journal-
ism has been widely discussed (e.g., Milojević & Krstić,
2018; Scullion, Gerodimos, Jackson, & Lilleker, 2013) and
also the interference of the government in public broad-
casting (e.g., Hanretty, 2011). Interestingly the issue of
“exclusion” seems to be present in the replies of the par-
ticipants, leading to the journalists’ conformity to the po-
litical elites, otherwise to her/his exclusion from the offi-
cial (or unofficial) information (Rao &Wasserman, 2015).

“Media Owners” (Table 2, Code 2.2.2.) as a pressure
point was also mostly acknowledged by the Greek partic-
ipants: “If you worked for a big news channel, you could
of course not say, or imply, that you are in favor of the
drachma and against the euro” (ParticipantGR05); and as
ParticipantGR01 also stated:

My then Director was going to run for Minister under
PASOK. Well, he thought that my ‘line’ was against
PASOK, so he locked up my computer! My files! My
personal archive that I have been constructing for
12 years! I had to take legal actions to have access to
my personal archive!

Cypriot participants repliedmostly in the line that “rarely
was there direct influence by media owners. At least
where I was working I had not heard the owner gave
a specific ‘line”’ (ParticipantCY09), or that “there were
some interventions, but indirectly, for example ‘if we
don’t have ads, how are you all going to get paid.’ That is,
we had to satisfy thosewho gave us advertisements in or-
der to keep our salary” (ParticipantCY06). Most Spanish
participants felt that there could be a “line” from the
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media owners, but this was due to the fact that “in gen-
eral, media adapt to its editorial line” (ParticipantSP03)
or “there were certain ‘recommendations’ or ‘indica-
tions’ from the owners of the media I work in, which
we could classify as ‘ethically questionable.’ However,
these ‘recommendations’ were refuted and put aside
from the Editorial Office and the Director of the media”
(ParticipantSP07). The major difference between partic-
ipants’ replies is that the Greek participants witnessed
a direct interference of the media owners, the Cypriot
participants vaguely acknowledged “some” kind of pres-
sure and the Spanish participants either rationalized this
interference or replied that mostly these pressures (if
present) did not reach them personally.

“Banks” (Table 2, Code 2.2.3.) also emerged as a
pressure point, mostly and most intensely by Greek par-
ticipants: “Of course, if your channel was against the
Memorandum or the Government, there would be no
more loans for that channel. At the end, it’s all aboutwhat
the banks wanted” (ParticipantGR05). The issue of “loans
from the banks” as means of exerting direct or indirect
influence on the journalistic message came up in most
of the replies of the Greek participants. In some of the
replies, “Banks” represented not only the Greek banks,
as monetary institutions, but the “bankers” in general:
“If you wanted your channel to survive, you had to do
what the bankers wanted. Not only the banks in Greece,
but the banks in Europe” (ParticipantGR06). This issue
derives from the business model of the media, where,
especially in Greece, the media are mostly dependent
on bank loans. The responses of the Cypriot participants
weremixed. Themajority of the responses acknowledged
a mild to strong interference of the banks, e.g.:

Since 2010–2011, banks risked going bankrupt, so ad-
vertising was scarce, real estate was frozen, as was
also the case for cars, then the media had only food
advertising. That is, we had a 70% reduction in adver-
tising. So you couldn’t write against the banks, as you
may well understand. (ParticipantCY02)

But there were also two cases, where the participants
felt no interference from the banks: “I don’t think banks
would tell the media what to write. That is, I have never
heard of this” (ParticipantCY11). Additionally, Spanish
participants did not mention any direct interference of
the banks in the journalistic practice, but most of them
acknowledged the power of the banks to indirectly con-
trol enterprises through loans.

7. Conclusions

Based on the participants’ replies and experiences, con-
cerning the implementation of the Memoranda in the
European South, in particular the way anti-Memoranda
voices were (self-)“silenced,” three focal points emerge
in relation to journalism as a profession. The first one
concerns the international institutions that imposed the

Memoranda. The second one is related to working condi-
tions in general, and the third one to the special working
terms of journalists. All three focal points have, according
to the respondents’ answers, an impact on their percep-
tion of “being safe,” not only in terms of working condi-
tions, but as a psychological state, mostly derived from
perceived (or actual) economic stressors.

The first issue concerns the source of information.
According to the respondents in this study the IMF,
as well as the European institutions (the EU and the
European Central Bank), would use parallel information
channels for specific journalists. Parallel to the official
and public briefings, that were open to accredited jour-
nalists, there were mechanisms addressed selectively to
journalists, providing themwith privileged briefing. Thus,
unequal access to information affected professionals
who had no access and placed them in a disadvantaged
position regarding the media organization management
and the public, risking gettingmarginalized. Concurrently,
it improved the position of thosewho had acceded to the
closed group of the privileged and were perennially pro-
videdwith feedback, exclusive information, interviews of
key players at that time, etc. The criterion for such segre-
gation was almost always political, as enhanced access
to information benefited the ones who were willing to
communicate the messages of the Troika uncritically to
the public. On the other hand, the journalists who were
excluded from privileged access to information were the
ones who maintained a critical stance, asked discomfort-
ing questions, pointed out the inconsistencies of the aus-
terity programs, reminded of the negative implications
of imposing similar programs in other countries by the
IMF, etc. Moreover, other forms of providing information
were extensively used, such as seminars organized by the
IMF in its headquarters in the USA, whichwere character-
ized as a means of “constructing” the journalists’ silence
and ensuring their “co-operation.” Respondents high-
lighted similar practices used by the German Embassy in
Greece, which organized trips to Germany for Greek jour-
nalists selected with non-transparent criteria. Neither
the IMF nor the German Embassy ever made the list of
the journalists who benefited from such seminars and
trips public. The silence they held did not confirm their
effort to appear as if operating in a transparent environ-
ment of open access to information.

The problem resulting from such instances of unfair
influence on journalists is related to their ability to in-
form the public they address in the most objective and
unaffected manner possible, as well as the feeling of job
insecurity. The extended use of practices that were char-
acterized as “bribes,” especially by organizations such as
the IMF, distorts the information and cancels a priori the
philosophy, which is implicit with the profession, namely
checking and confirming any news before it goes public.

Regarding working conditions in Greece, Cyprus, and
Spain, the pressure put on journalists who formed our
sample did not differ from the one forced on all other
employees. Cuts onwages, unsolicited transformation of

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 1, Pages 15–26 22



collective agreements to individual oneswithout the con-
sent of the employees, dismissals, work intensification,
elongation of work shifts, work during weekends and
at nighttime, and working away from the office without
extra compensation, unpaid internships and uninsured
work, intimidation at work, were the norm in smaller or
larger organizations. The media did not constitute an ex-
ception, for onemore reason: The economic turmoil that
shookmedia organizationswas greater than in the rest of
the economy, because the advertisements and the read-
ing public declined sharply. The shrinkage of the mass
media sector, despite its importance in the political and
public life, remains undiminished and has led to a severe
decrease in journalists’ income, having a negative impact
on their working conditions and performance as well. In
such an environment, censorship from the administra-
tion offices as well as self-censorship as a means of sur-
vival bloomed.

There are, however, some aspects that make the pro-
fession of a journalist different and these refer to the de-
grees of (even a relative) freedom that journalists ought
to have in order to properly perform their duty. The prac-
tices of the unfair influence of journalists, in this sample,
by the Troika (added to practices that may exist in ev-
ery country) would not have been so effective had their
working terms not set the ground for such practices to
flourish. Most of the participants in this study referred
to incidences such as: discrimination, persecutions, even
dismissals on account of journalists’ opinions, arbitrary
interventions to the content of reporting, even on the
commentary, etc. What also functioned negatively ac-
cording to the participants of this study was ideological
terrorism, which in the name of “patriotic duty” expelled
any critique as disputing national interests. Similar inci-
dents, which transferred the state of emergency of the
country in the journalist profession, showed the absence
of a code of conduct that would govern the operation of
news agencies, respected by the ownership, the admin-
istration, the employees, and anyone else who could be
held accountable for it.

In the context of the above, and parallel to the new
form of journalism safety that emerged from the finan-
cial crisis—the one of (self-)censorship and constructed
silence—three necessities arise: The first one concerns
the public accountability of international institutions for
their relationship with the media and publicity. The sec-
ond one is about the regulation of working relations,
since it is now ascertained that the deregulation regime
leads to the degradation of human labor. And the third
one has to do with the closer monitoring of the code of
conduct so that the right to information is respected in
times when society needs it most: when, in the middle
of the crisis, core values are being overthrown.
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