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ABSTRACT:
Introduction: The pandemic of misinformation has shaped the journalistic coverage of COVID-19, 
so it is interesting to see how different journalistic models have used source management as a 
quality criterion to address it. Methodology: This paper analyses the journalistic sources - from the 
indicators of number, identification and typology - used in 420 articles on the coverage of COVID-19 
corresponding to four journalistic professional models: traditional press, digital native media, popular 
press and verification platforms. Results: The analysis reflects an adequate management of sources by 
the Spanish press during the coverage of the pandemic, mostly using a higher than standard number 
of sources; identifying them correctly in almost all cases; and using an adequate variety. Therefore, 
despite the clear predominance of official sources, there is also a notable presence of expert sources 
from the scientific and health fields. Discussion and conclusions: The quality of source management 
has contributed to fighting disinformation in the Spanish press, although there are important differences 
between professional models. Verification platforms are those with the highest quality standards 
when managing their information sources, which helps to reinforce key criteria in the fight against 
disinformation, such as verification, relevance, credibility and transparency.
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RESUMEN:
Introducción: La “pandemia” de la desinformación ha marcado la cobertura periodística del 
COVID-19, por lo que resulta de interés ver cómo diferentes modelos periodísticos han empleado 
la gestión de fuentes como criterio de calidad para hacerle frente. Metodología: El presente trabajo 
analiza las fuentes periodísticas – desde los indicadores de número, identificación y tipología- 
empleadas en 420 artículos sobre la cobertura del COVID-19 correspondientes a cuatro modelos 
profesionales periodísticos: prensa tradicional, medios nativos digitales, prensa popular y plataformas 
de verificación. Resultados: El análisis refleja una adecuada gestión por parte de la prensa española de 
las fuentes durante la cobertura de la pandemia, utilizando de forma mayoritaria un número de fuentes 
superior al estándar; identificándolas correctamente en la práctica totalidad de casos; y empleando una 
adecuada variedad. Así, pese al claro predominio de las fuentes oficiales, se da también una presencia 
notable de fuentes expertas de los ámbitos científico y sanitario. Discusión y conclusiones: La calidad 
en la gestión de fuentes ha contribuido a hacer frente a la desinformación por parte de la prensa 
española, si bien se detectan importantes diferencias entre modelos profesionales. Las plataformas de 
verificación son las que presentan unos estándares de calidad más elevados a la hora de gestionar sus 
fuentes informativas, lo que contribuye a reforzar criterios claves en la lucha contra la desinformación 
como son verificación, relevancia, credibilidad y transparencia.

Palabras clave: Periodismo; Fuentes informativas; Calidad; COVID-19; Desinformación; Modelos 
profesionales; Plataformas verificación.

1.	  Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented the media with an unprecedented scenario, including an 
overload of information and a surge in disinformation. Several studies have analyzed the significant 
effects of the pandemic on the journalistic sector. At the international level, the social upheaval generated 
by the health crisis resulted in a considerable increase in the consumption of traditional media in 2020 
(Casero-Ripollés, 2020) and an improvement in confidence indicators in the press (Newman et al., 
2021). Citizens are being informed more frequently than before the pandemic (Masip et al., 2020), 
with a significant growth in the consumption of specialized information on science and health (Casero-
Ripollés, 2020). However, since the end of 2021, there has been a decline in information consumption 
indicators and trust in the press in many countries, linked to the increase in disinformation on social 
media (Newman et al., 2022). 

Given the context of information instability, this article examines the role of source management as 
an indicator of journalistic quality in COVID-19 coverage. It does so by comparing differences and 
similarities between four journalistic models and considering their crucial social function in combating 
digital disinformation. Specifically, the article addresses the management of sources by traditional 
newspapers, digital native media, popular newspapers, and verification platforms in Spain. Verification 
journalism has positioned itself as a critical tool in dealing with the so-called "disinformation pandemic" 
(Sanahuja-Sanahuja and López-Rabadán, 2022) by reinforcing the position of quality journalism 
through its methodology based on source verification. This, in turn, contributes to maintaining public 
trust in the media.

The objective of this study is to determine if different journalistic models have adhered to quality 
standards related to source management during the COVID-19 pandemic. To achieve this goal, the 
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study uses the indicators of number, identification, and type of sources established by Casero-Ripollés 
and López-Rabadán (2013) as criteria for journalistic quality with respect to verification, relevance, 
credibility, influence, transparency, pluralism, and media participation. The methodology is updated 
and applied to a sample of 420 news articles on COVID-19 obtained through random and representative 
searches of eleven media outlets that represent the four analyzed models. The four Spanish verification 
platforms accredited by the International Fact-Checking Network (IFCN)1 and included in the 
#CoronavirusFacts Alliance2: Newtral, Maldita, AFP and EFE verifica. And, on the other hand, the 
media with the highest online consumption according to the report Digital News Report Spain (2021): 
El País, La Vanguardia, El Mundo, Eldiario.es, El Confidencial, 20minutos, and Okdiario.

The article is divided into three main sections. The first section (sections 1 and 2) reviews the state of 
journalism's role in combating disinformation in the COVID-19 context and establishes the objectives 
of the research. The second section (sections 3 and 4) describes the methodology and results of the 
study, which uses a proprietary content analysis model to evaluate source management based on 
number, identification, and typology. Finally, the analysis of the sample reveals significant trends in 
Spanish media coverage during the first 21 months of the pandemic (from January 2020 to September 
2021), highlighting professional best practices, specialized coverage, and particularities among the 
four journalistic models analyzed, particularly among verification platforms.

The analysis carried out provides a global overview of the dominant voices in the informative narrative 
during the central two years of the COVID-19 pandemic, confirming the crucial role of sources in both 
the coverage of the pandemic (Mellado et al., 2021) and the fight against disinformation (Aguado-
Guadalupe and Bernaola-Serrano, 2020). Two interesting information patterns emerge in a context of a 
severe health crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic: the prevalence of official sources and the increasing 
role of expert sources from the scientific and health fields. Furthermore, the results demonstrate that 
the number, reliability, and degree of specialization of the sources are key factors in ensuring the 
quality of journalistic content.

The analysis also provides a comparison of how different journalistic models have covered the pandemic, 
with evidence of high-quality source management by verification platforms. These platforms have 
reinforced their professional role in the face of the infodemic that has accompanied and influenced 
media coverage of COVID-19 (Almansa-Martinez et al., 2022).

1.1.	 Journalism and disinformation in the context of the pandemic	

Since the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic, an unprecedented escalation of health misinformation 
generated through social networks and messaging applications has been detected (Salaverría et al., 
2020). Despite the fact that disinformation is not a new phenomenon, social media have boosted the 
production and global dissemination of this type of invented news (Casero-Ripollés, 2020). Among 
different factors, many authors highlight that digital media facilitate a simple edition and manipulation 
of audiovisual content, and, subsequently, offer an optimal channel for its distribution in a fast, cheap 
and automated way (García-Marín, 2020; Martins et al. , 2021).On this topic, Ireton and Posetti (2018) 
differentiate three types of information disorders: “misinformation” understood as deliberately false 
information; “erroneous information”, equally false, but transmitted with the conviction of its truth; 

1 The International Fact-Checking Network (IFCN), founded in 2015 by the Poynter Institute, is the largest international 
network of fact-checking international network of fact-checkers: https://www.poynter.org/ifcn/ 
2 Initiative promoted by the IFCN that brought together the work of more than a hundred international verifiers:
https://www.poynter.org/coronavirusfactsalliance/
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and "bad information" understood as information of a restricted scope published with the intent to 
harm. And to deepen the concept of disinformation in the COVID context, Salaverría et al. (2020) 
use the term "hoax" for its explicit purpose of deceiving the public and define 4 types, from least 
to most serious, based on different coordinates of falsehood and willfulness: jokes, exaggerations, 
decontextualizations, and deceptions. At first, these authors detected all kinds of hoaxes linked to the 
COVID pandemic, but with a huge presence of science and health issues, mixed with political issues 
(Salaverría et al., 2020), hoaxes that easily spread to through social networks and that led the media to 
intensify the fight with fact check tools, both their own and in alliance with data verification companies 
(Costa-Sánchez and López-García, 2020). Over time, false news about COVID-19 has reduced its 
relative importance within the set of hoaxes (to less than 25%), but maintaining very high visibility of 
the contents about vaccines and the vaccination process (Almansa-Martinez et al., 2022 ).

This “infodemic”, or information overexposure generated by the health crisis, has made it difficult at 
many times for citizens to access reliable sources (Peña-Fernández et al., 2022). And, as a consequence 
of these trends, social concern about false and misleading information has increased significantly 
during the pandemic and remains at significant levels around the world today (Newman et al., 2022). 
In the specific case of Spain, concern regarding disinformation reached 67% of digital users and 
most acknowledge having been exposed to hoaxes related to the coronavirus or with political content 
(Amoedo et al., 2021).

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented an unprecedented challenge for journalism, as it has had 
to combat two powerful forces that undermine citizen trust: the dissemination of a massive amount 
of unverified data and the competitive tactics of pharmaceutical companies (Costa-Sánchez and 
Peñafiel- Saíz, 2022). In this context, the role of journalism has become crucial in transmitting 
verified information about essential activities and fighting against misinformation (Casero-Ripollés, 
2020; García-Marín, 2020).Numerous studies have emphasized the vital role of reputable journalism 
in strengthening confidence in health issues, both prior to and during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Catalán-Matamoros and Peñafiel-Saiz, 2019; Larrondo-Ureta et al., 2021; Aleixandre-Benavent et al., 
2020). Furthermore, these efforts must be effectively supplemented by public health communication 
campaigns (Malhotra, 2020; Thelwall, 2021).In Spain, it appears that although the responsibility for 
disseminating information has fallen on the health authorities and the media, the personal accounts of 
politicians have had the most significant impact (Peña-Fernández et al., 2022).

When analyzing the journalistic coverage provided by Spanish media during the pandemic, various 
scholarly works delve into the management of relevant journalistic spaces. Cantero-de-Julián et al. 
(2020), for instance, focus on the national press covers, detecting a progressive specialization in 
content and a commitment to frames oriented towards defining the problem and proposing health 
solutions. Other authors, such as Román-San-Miguel et al. (2020) in Spain and Gutiérrez-Coba et al. 
(2020) in Ibero-American countries, denounces the considerable visibility of false news in the press at 
the onset of the pandemic, particularly in relation to political news. Notably, the institutional treatment 
offered by TVE in television coverage stands out, emphasizing service messages over sensationalism 
(Rosique and Crisóstomo, 2022). The adaptation of journalistic routines to this health emergency 
context has resulted in significant changes, such as limitations in direct access to sources, increased use 
of technologies in news gathering and production, and strengthened coordination meetings (Greene-
González et al., 2022). Furthermore, quality media or legacy media's positive role in the pandemic is 
widely recognized, which has led to increased credibility and citizen trust, particularly regarding the 
COVID-19 vaccination process (Larrondo-Ureta et al., 2021).
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1.2.	 Management of sources and analysis of journalistic quality

Sources of information play a crucial role in journalism (Casero-Ripollés and López-Rabadán, 2013). 
They serve as a vital informative component, providing new data on current events and situations. 
Furthermore, the testimonies of experts and social actors enhance the relevance and credibility of 
journalistic content (Casero-Ripollés and López-Rabadán, 2013, p. 73). Therefore, sources represent a 
fundamental element in the media's process of social construction of reality (Grossi, 2007), with some 
authors even asserting that without sources, journalism would not exist (Dimitrova and Strömbäck, 
2009). Given their social function and their ability to influence the final outcome of a news story, 
sources are directly linked to the quality of information (Gutiérrez-Coba, 2006; Franklin and Carlson, 
2013).

In an effort to outline the use of sources as criteria for journalistic quality, Casero-Ripollés and López-
Rabadán (2013) establish a series of internal and external indicators to enhance their scientific analysis. 
The internal indicators relate to aspects of the production process, and five factors are identified: 
"professional status" to access sources; "verification" from multiple sources; "transparency" through 
full identification; "relevance" based on the professional prestige of the source; and "uncertainty 
reduction" through efficient access to sources. On the other hand, four external indicators focus on the 
effects caused by the information: greater "credibility" based on the number of sources used; "influence" 
by access to relevant sources; "pluralism" based on the diversity of social actors used as sources; and 
"participation" based on the possibility of accessing civil society sources that digital technologies 
allow. However, the authors point out how journalistic dynamics have tended to prioritize official and 
governmental sources in news due to factors such as demands for speed and content renewal, as well 
as the legitimacy offered by these sources, along with their professionalization and easy access.

In recent years, a growing body of literature has explored the relationship between source management 
and information quality, as well as journalistic specialization. Specifically, scholars have examined the 
use of sources in various fields of journalism to better understand the factors that contribute to high-
quality journalism. Several studies have identified the importance of a high level of source diversity 
in local journalism (Rodríguez-Rey et al., 2015). However, despite the availability of nearby citizen 
and expert sources, institutional sources continue to dominate in local reporting (Pérez-Curiel et al., 
2015).Furthermore, in specialized areas such as health journalism, scholars have emphasized the 
need to prioritize scientific sources and to activate quality verification processes to combat digital 
misinformation (Saavedra-Llamas et al., 2019).In the realm of emergency and crisis coverage, Mayo-
Cubero (2020) cautions against prioritizing the use of official government sources over unofficial sources, 
such as victims and those affected by crises.At an international level, Mellado et al. (2021) analyzed 
the use of sources in a sample of Chilean media during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
findings reveal a predominance of political sources, followed closely by health sources, with citizen 
and academic-scientific sources being remarkably less represented.These studies demonstrate the 
significance of source management and its impact on information quality in journalism. By identifying 
the factors that contribute to high-quality journalism, scholars and practitioners alike can work towards 
improving the standards of journalistic practice.

1.3.	 The role of verification platforms in the information battle against COVID

Verification platforms have now accumulated nearly two decades of professional experience in the 
United States. FactCheck.org was launched as a pioneer in 2003, followed by PolitiFact by Poynter 
and Fact Checker by The Washington Post in 2004, with all platforms aimed at verifying proposals 
within an electoral context (Luengo and García-Marín, 2020). In Spain, Maldita (2013) and Newtral 
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(2018) stand out as prominent examples among the platforms that have emerged in recent years, with 
EFE Verifica launched by the EFE agency in 2019. Globally, the most significant growth in this type 
of platform occurred between 2012 and 2017 (Vázquez-Herrero et al., 2019), coinciding with two 
initiatives: the creation of the International Fact-Checking Network (IFCN) by the Poynter Institute, 
which serves as the primary global network of fact-checkers, and the institutional support of the 
European Commission (EC) for this type of platform as a critical tool in the fight against disinformation 
(European Commission, 2021). Verification platforms have since continued to expand, with even 
greater intensity after the COVID pandemic. Currently, over 304 projects focusing on fact verification 
are identified, nearly a hundred more than in 2019 (Stencel and Luther, 2020; Cotter et al., 2022).

The rise of digital misinformation poses a significant social and informational threat to democratic 
societies (Pérez-Curiel and Velasco-Molpeceres, 2020). However, it also presents an opportunity for 
journalism, with the aid of technological advances, to enhance its procedures, especially in source 
management, to ensure greater accuracy in its content (Díaz-del-Campo-Lozano and Chaparro-
Domínguez, 2018; López -García et al., 2021). The COVID-19 infodemic has been a critical moment 
for the professional establishment of verification platforms in Spain (López-García et al., 2021). This 
professional development is evident in the significant increase in their activity since 2020 (Aguado-
Guadalupe and Bernaola-Serrano, 2020). Most notably, the effectiveness of these platforms in 
combating health misinformation generated primarily through Twitter and WhatsApp and reducing 
the impact of false information regarding vaccination is noteworthy (Almansa-Martínez et al., 2022).
Other notable outcomes of the professional growth of these verification platforms are their ability 
to establish engagement (connection and interactivity) with their social media followers during the 
pandemic (Ramón-Vegas et al., 2020), their proposal to include verification competencies content in 
communication study plans (Herrero-Diz et al., 2022), and the emergence of international collaboration 
networks among Hispanic verifiers (Sánchez-González et al., 2022). Although research confirms the 
generally positive role of the Spanish media in providing information during the COVID pandemic, 
there is still a lack of comprehensive research that delves into the source management practices and 
compares the associated quality outcomes between different professional models. This study aims to 
address this gap by exploring these aspects.

2.	  Objectives

The primary objective of this research is to analyze the information source management conducted by 
Spanish media during their coverage of the COVID-19 pandemic. This is seen as a crucial indicator of 
journalistic quality in the fight against health-related misinformation. As a result, the following specific 
objectives arise:

O1. Review the number of sources per news item and detect patterns regarding the associated quality 
indicators (verification, relevance, credibility, and influence).

O2. Analyze the type of source identification offered and draw conclusions regarding the associated 
quality indicators (transparency, credibility, influence).

O3. Review the typology of sources and identify patterns related to the quality indicators(pluralism, 
participation, and influence).

O4. Compare the management of sources among the four journalistic models present in the sample 
(traditional newspapers, digital natives, popular newspapers, and verification platforms) and identify 
their main differences and similarities.
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O5. Deepen the management of sources carried out by verification platforms as a key journalistic 
practice within their professional consolidation in Spain.

3.	  Methodology

The research technique used in this study is based on a content analysis model developed in-house, 
which enables a structured examination and documentation of the sample, as well as the identification 
of significant patterns and instances (Eiroa and Barranquero, 2017). This model is rooted in the 
methodology developed by Casero-Ripollés and López-Rabadán (2013) which organizes the analysis 
of information sources based on the scrutiny of three variables (number, identification, and type), and 
links them with a set of quality Criteria that are both internal and external to the journalistic profession. 
The analysis indicators, modified by Sanahuja-Sanahuja and López-Rabadán (2022) to suit the COVID 
context, are compiled in summary table 1.

Table 1. Connection between analysis indicators and criteria for journalistic quality.

Variable Associated quality 
indicator Classification

Number of 
sources

Verification
Relevance
Credibility
Influence

Shortage of sources (0 to 1 sources)
Professional standard (2 to 3 sources)

Four sources
Five sources

More than five sources

Identification
Transparency

Credibility
Influence

Correctly identified source
Partially identified source

Veiled Source

Tipology
Pluralism

Participation
Influence

Collective:
- Media and platforms

- Organizations and institutions
- Companies

Personal:
- Officials and policies

- Economic
- Scientific
- Sanitary

- Civil society
- Other experts
Documentary

Source: Updated  indicators of Casero-Ripollés and López-Rabadán (2013) adapted to the context 
of COVID-19 by Sanahuja-Sanahuja and López-Rabadán (2022).

The sample design is based on two professional and temporal criteria. On the one hand, 11 relevant 
case studies have been selected from the media system. Firstly, the sample includes the seven most 
consumed newspapers in Spain, according to the Digital News Report Spain 2021, in their online 
version. Specifically, the sample comprises of three traditional reference newspapers (El País, El 
Mundo, and La Vanguardia), two native digital media (ElDiario.es and El Confidencial), and two 
popular press media (Okdiario and 20Minutos). On the other hand, the sample also includes the four 
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Number of information
analyzed by sources 

Professional 
Model

Final
Sample

El País: 99
Traditional 

Media 174La Vanguardia: 44
El Mundo: 31
Eldiario.es: 50 Digital

native
media

80
El Confidencial: 30

20minutos: 36 Popular 
Press media 66

Okdiario: 30
Maldita: 68

Verification 
platforms 100

Newtral: 24
AFP: 7

EFE verifica: 1

Table 2. Sample analyzed corresponding to the different models of newspapers.

Source: Authors' original work.

most consolidated verification platforms in Spain (Newtral, Maldita, AFP, and EFE verifica), which 
are part of the International Fact-Checking Network and participate in the #CoronaVirusFactsAlliance 
initiative. This selection enables a balanced comparison between different professional models and 
editorial lines.

Regarding the temporal aspect the sample compares the information coverage of two key periods 
within the health crisis caused by the pandemic. On the one hand, the focus is on the articles published 
in the Spanish media on the vaccination process against the virus (from December 2020 to September 
2021). After a search in Google News, a strategic sample of 320 pieces of information has been built 
taking into account a regular distribution over time. To do this, the first 32 pieces of information of 
each month corresponding to the media object of the sample were selected from the search in order 
of relevance of news items that contained the term vaccination related to COVID. In order to obtain 
a weighted representation of all the media, a range of between a minimum of 3 and a maximum of 13 
pieces of information was established to guarantee a sufficient presence of all of them.The sample is 
completed with a comparison regarding the use of sources by the four verification platforms selected 
throughout the first year of the pandemic (2020). In this case, of the 916 news items published in 
2020 by the four Spanish platforms accredited by the International Fact-Checking Network (Newtral, 
Maldita, AFP and EFE verifies) and included in the #CoronVirus-Facts Alliance initiative, 100 of them 
were selected randomly and proportionally for months.In this way, the final sample analyzed covers 
a period of 21 months that includes different moments in the evolution of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
including a total of 420 newspaper articles distributed as shown in summary table 2.

The developed analysis firstly offers an overview of the sources' usage in the Spanish written media's 
pandemic coverage. Secondly, it complements the overview with a comparison of the significant 
similarities and differences in source management between the different models. The substantial 
differences identified in the verifiers' case lead to a more specific comparison between this model 
and the rest of the media, aimed at specifying the fundamental characteristics of a new and booming 
professional mode.



RLCS, Revista Latina de Comunicación Social, 81, 446-473
[Research] https://www.doi.org/10.4185/RLCS-2023-1914 | ISSN 1138-5820 | Year 2023

Received: 07/11/2022.  Accepted: 01/03/2023.  Published: 18/04/2023.		                                          454

Figure 1: Number of sources used per article. 

Source: Authors' original work.

4.	  Results

4.1.	 The management of sources is crucial in creating high-quality media coverage

4.1.1.	  Number of sources exceeds professional standards

In regards to the first objective of reviewing the number of sources, the analysis of 420 articles revealed 
a total of 1,774 sources, including collective, personal, and documentary sources, which amounts to an 
average of 4.2 sources per piece of information. The study shows a general trend towards appropriate 
source management in terms of quantity, as only 16.2% of the articles had a shortage of sources. 
Therefore, in most of the analyzed information, there is a correct number of sources, which is defined 
as a standard number or higher. Based on the established categories by number, the majority of the 
articles (37%) had a standard number of sources, using between two and three sources. Out of the 
420 analyzed articles, 153 had two or three sources, which would place them at a sufficient standard 
regarding quality criteria, such as verification, relevance, credibility, and influence. The percentage of 
articles that exceeded this standard was even higher, with 47% of articles using four or more sources: 
9% had four sources, 12% had five sources, and 26% used six or more sources. The articles with the 
highest number of sources were those with more than five sources, with 932 sources used in articles 
with six or more sources, 240 in those with five sources, 164 in those with four sources, and 377 in 
those with two or three sources. Only 61 sources were used in articles with one or no sources, with the 
latter being the case in 68 articles, of which 61 had one source, and the remaining seven had none. See 
figure 1 for more details on the number of sources.
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4.1.2.	  Accuracy and transparency in source identification

Regarding this second variable related to the second objective, the general trend in the media has 
been the total identification of the sources used in the coverage of the pandemic and the vaccination 
process. This has been the case in 94% of the 1,774 sources used. Of the remaining sources, 3% have 
been partially identified and the remaining 3% appear as veiled sources. In some cases where sources 
are unidentified, they are anonymous individuals from civil society or healthcare professionals who 
provide their testimony. At times, statements are also attributed to experts in general terms without 
specifying any names, as shown in figure 2.

4.1.3.	  Predominance of official and expert sources

Regarding the type of sources analyzed in the third objective, the study reveals that the media analyzed 
have predominantly used personal sources attributed to specific individuals in their coverage of the 
pandemic and vaccination process. In fact, 50% of the 1,774 sources identified were personal sources, 
which include certain official sources that have been consistently present, such as Fernando Simón, the 
director of the Coordination Center for Health Alerts and Emergencies (CCAES), who has been both 
the protagonist of information about the pandemic and misinformation, as shown in the examples in 
Figure 3. Other regular official sources have been the Ministers of Health during the analyzed period, 
Salvador Illa and Carolina Darias, the President of the Government, Pedro Sánchez, and the heads of 
the different autonomous communities.

The percentage of sources attributed to a group is also significant, reaching 38%. In this case, the 
majority correspond to official institutions, including public administrations and health organizations, 
both international, such as the World Health Organization, and national and regional ones. Finally, 
documentary sources have accounted for 12% of the total, with references to scientific articles related 
to COVID-19 and the research carried out to combat it being highlighted in this field, as shown in the 
examples in Figure 4. Additionally, citing official Documents linked to the management of aspects 
such as confinement processes or vaccination plans is also common.

Figure 2: Identification of sources.

Source: Authors' original work.
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Figure 3: Examples of news featuring Fernando Simón.

Figure 4: Examples that use scientific articles as sources of verification and information. 

Sources: Rodríguez, 2021; Maldito Bulo, 2020a; Rodríguez, 2020. 

Sources: EP 20 minutos, 2021; Maldito Bulo, 2020b. 
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In addition to the three main categories of collective, personal, and documentary sources, it is clear that 
official sources have played a leading role in the coverage of the pandemic. In fact, 29% of the voices 
heard come from official organizations and institutions, while 24% come from individuals connected 
to official or political positions. This means that more than half of the sources (53%) are affiliated 
with official bodies or people in political or official positions. Following official sources, documentary 
sources represent 12% of the total, often linked to official documents, but also including documents 
from the scientific or health fields. Beyond official bodies, experts in the health and scientific fields 
have been key players in pandemic coverage, with personal health sources accounting for 10% of 
the total, and scientists for 7%. Throughout the pandemic, the media has consulted with experts in 
epidemiology, virology, immunology, biology, pharmacy, medicine, nursing, and more, as evidenced 
by the examples in Figure 5, to report on the pandemic and dispel misinformation.

Figure 5: Examples of expert sources in the fields of science and health.

Sources: El País, 2020; Turrión, 2020.

The media has also made use of statements from civil society, but to a lesser extent. Specifically, public 
statements account for 6% of the cases, mostly consisting of testimonies from different pandemic 
processes, particularly regarding healthcare and the vaccination process, as exemplified in figure 6. 
Among the testimonies, the statements of Araceli Hidalgo, the first person to receive the vaccine on 
December 27, 2020 in a public residence in Guadalajara, have been widely repeated in the media. 
In another 6%, references to media outlets or information agencies are cited as sources. Business 
sources in the economic field account for only 2%, while personal sources only account for 1%, mainly 
involving pharmaceutical laboratories. Finally, sources from other expert professions such as lawyers 
or historians represent 1%, while the remaining 2% of the analyzed sources have been classified under 
the "other" classification.
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Figure 6: Examples of civil society sources as testimony.

Figure 7: Typology of sources in the global media.

Sources: Zas, 2020; Belenguer y Díez, 2021; Navarro, 2021.

Source: Authors' original work.

Figure 7 shows the typology of the 1,774 sources used in the 420 articles, reflecting a clear trend 
towards the majority use of official sources, both personal and collective, followed by documentary 
sources and expert sources, both health and scientific.

4.2.	 Comparison between professional models: similarities and main peculiarities 

The comparison between the different professional models analyzed, proposed as the fourth objective 
of the study, shows certain shared patterns in the management of sources, but also reveals some 
important differentiating nuances.
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4.2.1.	  Scarcity of sources in popular media

Among the most notable features is how popular media outlets often rely on a limited number of 
sources, with 20% of their articles citing only one or no sources, and 48% citing only the standard 
number. As a result, only 32% of their articles exceed the standard. By contrast, other media models 
more frequently exceed the standard: digital media exceeds it in 43% of their articles, traditional media 
in 51%, and verification platforms in 53%. 

Figure 8 provides further details on the number of information sources used in each professional media 
model.

Figure 8: Number of sources according to the professional model.

Source: Authors' original work.

Thus, the data gathered on the number of sources used reveals that traditional newspapers and 
verification platforms demonstrate a higher degree of quality when it comes to verifying and ensuring 
the relevance of information, particularly in terms of the number of sources consulted. The reliance 
on a high number of sources also strengthens the credibility and influence of traditional media and 
verification platforms during the various phases of pandemic coverage. These quality standards surpass 
those employed by popular newspapers. Native digital media, on the other hand, falls somewhere in 
the middle of the spectrum.

These trends are further validated when we examine the average number of sources per article, 
which is comparatively higher for traditional media. Out of the 174 articles analyzed from traditional 
newspapers, 828 sources were used, equating to an average of 4.7 sources per article. It should be 
noted that the use of multiple sources in traditional media is primarily evident in news that covers the 
pandemic's status or the vaccination process across various autonomous communities or countries, 
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with some articles using up to 24 sources. Following traditional media, verification platforms hold an 
average of 4.11 sources per article (411 sources in 100 articles), while native media presents an average 
of 4.06 sources per article (325 sources in 80 pieces). Conversely, the average number of sources for 
popular media is only 3.1 sources per article (210 sources in 66 articles), limited to standard usage.

4.2.2.	 Significant differences regarding identification

A comparable situation arises in relation to source identification (Figure 9). Once more, the journalistic 
model that shows more unfavorable percentages compared to the others are the popular newspapers, 
which use up to 18% of sources without full identification. These percentages are lowered to 4% in the 
case of digital native media and traditional media. In this aspect, the verification platforms achieve the 
best results as partial or veiled identification is reduced to 2.4%.

Figure 9: Percentage identification by media model.

Source: Authors' original work.

The identification of sources reinforces the transparency, credibility and influence of journalistic 
coverage (Casero-Ripollés and López-Rabadán, 2013). Although they all have a clear tendency to 
correctly identify the sources used, it is the verification platforms that, in their work of contrasting 
the hoaxes and misinformation generated from the pandemic, carry out a clearer and more transparent 
identification of their sources, reinforcing thus these criteria of journalistic quality.

4.2.3.	 High degree of prominence given to official sources 

As for the source type, all media mainly use official bodies and institutions, with percentages ranging 
between 26% and 28% in different models. However, significant differences appear regarding personal, 
official or political sources. These sources are mostly used by traditional media, accounting for 33% of 
cases, while in verification platforms, they represent only 2%. Among native and popular media, these 
sources represent 29% and 24%, respectively. The presence of official sources is particularly high in 
articles that offer comparisons of the situation between different countries or communities, as shown in 
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Figure 10. In contrast, verification platforms use other types of sources well above the other media. For 
example, documentary sources account for 23%, while in other models, they stand at 12% for popular 
media, 9% for digital natives, and 7% for traditional ones.

Figure 10: Examples of official sources in articles about the situation in different countries or
autonomous communities.

Sources: Arroyo y Galindo, 2020; B.T. Agencias, 2021.

The use of sources from other media and agencies is another significant feature, with a notable difference 
in the verification platforms where it stands at 18%, while in the other models it represents only 2 to 
4% of the sources used. This reinforces the tendency of the verification process to rely on information 
already verified by other media and verification agencies. In addition, verification platforms make more 
extensive use of personal scientific sources, whereas the other media analyzed give greater prominence 
to health sources.

Figure 11 provides details on the different types of sources used by each professional model.
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Figure 11: Number of sources according to the professional model.

Source: Authors' original work.

Regarding popular media, they show a higher percentage of personal sources from civil society, other 
experts, and others. The greater presence of these sources is linked to a higher presence of unidentified 
citizen and expert sources in this type of newspaper, as shown in the examples in Figure 12, including 
the use of social network user accounts as a source.
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Figure 12: Examples of unidentified sources in popular newspapers.

Sources: OKdiario, 2020; Cuesta, 2021; Ortiz, 2021.

4.3.	 Consolidation of the verification platform model: expert sources and compliance with high
quality standards

The fact that verification platforms constitute a relatively recent journalistic model, which is experiencing 
significant growth due to the increase in the problem of disinformation, along with its particularities, 
confirms the interest in comparing these specialized media in the verification of information with 
the rest of the average, as stated in the study's fifth objective. From this perspective, we first observe 
that verification agencies tend to use a higher number of sources than the standard. While in general 
media, the number of articles with a standard number of sources increases - from 2 to 3 sources - in 
verification platforms, there is a higher percentage of articles that have 4 or more sources, as shown in 
the examples in Figure 13. These platforms resort to expert opinions, studies, or official documents to 
verify the accuracy or otherwise of information. For instance, in the case of a letter from the dean of 
the College of Biologists of Euskadi, Jon Ander Etxebarria, Maldita.es uses nine experts, two scientific 
studies, three sources, and previous works published by two media, in addition to dismantling the 
statement of the College of Biologists itself.



RLCS, Revista Latina de Comunicación Social, 81, 446-473
[Research] https://www.doi.org/10.4185/RLCS-2023-1914 | ISSN 1138-5820 | Year 2023

Received: 07/11/2022.  Accepted: 01/03/2023.  Published: 18/04/2023.		                                          464

Figure 13: Examples of articles on verification platforms with more than five sources. 

Figure 14: Percentage of articles by number of sources (%).

Sources: Maldita Ciencia, 2020; Rudich, 2020.

Source: Authors' original work.

The graph corresponding to figure 14 shows how the verification platforms are at the same level or 
above the other media analyzed in the use of 4, 5 or more sources. Thus, 53% of the information 
exceeds a standard use of sources, compared to 45% of the general media.
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With regard to identification, although the difference is not very wide, since they all tend to a correct 
identification, it is appreciated how the verification platforms are the ones that carry out a greater 
explanation of the origin of the sources, thus promoting transparency about its contents and, with it, 
their credibility. Thus, if in the general media the percentage of totally identified sources is 93%, in the 
case of verification platforms this percentage rises to 97.6%.

The verification platforms also have their own distinctive characteristics in terms of source types. 
Differences were found in the use of practically all types of source profiles, with the exception of 
official organizations, which represent 29% in both cases. However, personal sources of an official or 
political nature are almost nonexistent in verification information, accounting for only 2%, while in 
other media, they represent 31%. On the other hand, the second most used source by the platforms is 
documentary, accounting for 23%, while in other media, this type of source, which is mainly based 
on scientific articles and official documents, only represents 8%. Verifiers also rely more heavily on 
expert sources. If scientific, health, and other experts are included, they account for 24% of the sources 
used by verifiers, while in other media, they only add up to 17%. Another type of source that platforms 
use far more than other media are those corresponding to other media or verification agencies, with 
the difference here being between 18% and 3%. Verification information sometimes includes aspects 
that have already been verified by other media, which is linked to the recurring nature of some hoaxes, 
while on other occasions, other media are cited as examples of published misinformation. Examples of 
both cases are shown in figure 15.

Figure 15: Examples of using media or verifiers as sources.

Sources: Maldito Bulo, 2020c; AFP Australia y AFP España, 2020; González, 2020.
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Conversely, the sources to which the platforms resort less than the rest of the media are, in addition to 
the official personal and political sources already indicated, those corresponding to civil society (1% 
compared to 7%). They also resort somewhat less, although in a slightly differentiated percentage, to 
business sources.

The details regarding the comparison between types of sources used are shown in figure 16.

Figure 16: Percentage of sources by type (%)

Source: Authors' original work

The credibility of the content verified by the verification platforms is substantiated by the use of multiple 
sources and the correct identification of such sources, thereby promoting the fundamental principle 
of transparency. The endorsement of pluralism and participation of information is underscored by 
the diversity of sources employed by these platforms. Lastly, the proficient management of sources 
in the aforementioned three variables - number, identification, and typology - further reinforces the 
principle of influence of the verification contents, which has been crucial in addressing the "infodemic" 
phenomenon.

5.	  Discussion and Conclusions

The analysis reveals that the Spanish media have demonstrated a positive and professional approach in 
terms of source management. They have effectively met the quality parameters regarding the number, 
identification, and diversity of sources in their coverage of the pandemic.
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The findings indicate that the media's management of sources during the pandemic was adequate, 
according to a broad overview. In terms of objectives 1 (number of sources reviewed) and 2 (type of 
source identification), analysis of 420 articles confirms that the Spanish media provided quality coverage 
of the pandemic, reinforcing the quality criteria of verification, relevance, credibility, influence, and 
transparency. This contributes to increased media consumption as a source of information, which has 
been observed since the early months of the pandemic (Casero-Ripollés, 2020; Newman et al., 2021).

As for the diversity of sources, which is the main focus of objective 3, we can observe that despite the 
clear predominance of official sources, it in turn reinforces the criteria of pluralism and participation. 
This is in line with the findings of Mellado et al. (2021) and the criticisms raised by Rebolledo et al. 
(2021), which confirms how the media discourse has been heavily influenced by official voices (53% of 
the 1,774 sources used). This is an aspect that was already noted by Costa-Sánchez and López-García 
(2020) in their analysis of the initial communication lessons of the pandemic, in which they concluded 
that the overexposure of the institutional discourse did not necessarily correlate with a greater sense of 
transparency. Despite this preponderance of official voices, this study has also identified a significant 
presence of expert voices from the scientific and health fields (totaling 17%) and documentary sources 
(12%). From a global perspective, the proper management of sources by the Spanish media during 
the first 21 months after the appearance of COVID-19 may have contributed to reinforcing trust in the 
media during the pandemic, including the vaccination process and combating the misinformation that 
was generated (Larrondo-Ureta et al., 2021; Almansa-Martínez et al., 2022).

Secondly, regarding the comparison of the models proposed in objective 4, it is observed that the quality 
standards related to source management are higher in the case of traditional press and verification 
platforms, while popular media maintain lower standards and native media are in an intermediate 
position. Specifically, verification platforms exceed the quality standards in source management and 
consolidate their own style, presenting a higher percentage of news that exceeds the standard number 
of sources, with 53% of their articles having four or more sources. The percentages are also higher than 
those of the other media analyzed in terms of source identification. In terms of the type of sources used, 
it is notable that personal, official or political sources are rarely used in verification platforms, while 
they are predominant in other media. However, all media models, including verification platforms, use 
sources belonging to official institutions or organizations almost equally. On the other hand, specialized 
verification media use other platforms or media as sources to a greater extent. The commitment of 
these verifiers to transparency and credibility when verifying and contrasting information seems to 
drive particular production mechanisms that are evident in the sources used, contributing to reinforcing 
the role of verifiers as a rising journalistic model that is key in the fight against disinformation. This 
is supported by studies by Sanahuja-Sanahuja and López-Rabadán (2022), López-Martín et al. (2021) 
and Aguado-Guadalupe and Bernaola-Serrano (2020).

Thus, the analysis of the different media models reveals that verification platforms, which are the 
main focus of objective 5 in this study, have a distinctive professional style when it comes to source 
management. From a comprehensive standpoint, this approach significantly exceeds the general quality 
standards of the other media analysed. This is supported by measurable and comparable indicators such 
as the number of sources and their identification percentage, which are associated with quality criteria 
such as verification, relevance, credibility, and transparency, and are vital in combating disinformation.

The present study provides a starting point for further research on source management in different 
contexts beyond the pandemic, thus enabling the identification of trends that go beyond specific areas. 
However, the study is limited to written media, thus excluding other areas of journalistic interest such 
as audiovisual media, whose analysis would be crucial to discovering the contribution of sources in 
reinforcing quality criteria such as verification, credibility, and transparency during a time of growing 
mistrust in the media (Newman et al., 2022).
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In addition, the evidence presented in the study highlights the consolidation of a distinct journalistic 
style by verification platforms, which suggests the need for further research into this emerging 
communication model and its role in combating the significant problem of disinformation.
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calidad periodística. En: J. L. Gómez Mompart, J. F. Gutiérrez Lozano y D. Palau Sampio (Eds.), 
La calidad periodística. Teorías, investigaciones y sugerencias profesionales (pp. 73-90).
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