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Abstract

This article examines the methodologies used by global and national organizations 

specialized in the study of media freedom, namely US-based Freedom House and 

International Research & Exchanges Board (IREX); French-based Reporters Without 

Borders (RSF); Italian-based Center for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom 

(CMPF), which is funded by the European Commission, and the Association of 

European Journalists – Bulgaria (AEJ-Bulgaria). Employing a critical approach 

and a comparative analysis, this study outlines the approaches and tools used to 

measure freedom of the media, the social, political and economic factors that influence 
the results, and the Bulgarian perspective in the indices of these organizations.
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Introduction

As fundamental human rights, freedom of the media, freedom of speech, and 
pluralism are pillars of modern democracy and essential components of a free 
and open public debate and access to information. For example, the European 
Commission has made it clear that Europe’s digital future depends on the 
protection of these rights and the struggle to preserve their integrity [1]. Freedom 
of the media and freedom of speech are enshrined in Art. 11 of the EU’s Charter 
of Fundamental Rights, adopted in 2010: "The freedom and pluralism of the 
media shall be respected" [2].

All of this, however, sounds like a nice wish in the context of the increasingly 
alarming assessments in the annual reports published by international organizations 
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specialized in the study of media freedom and journalistic independence. But here 
is the major question in relation to these reports: what is media freedom and how 
is it measured? How do international and regional organizations manage, using 
both qualitative and quantitative methods, to paint the global picture not only of 
the problems in the media sector but also of the state of democratic freedoms and 
processes in individual countries and regions?

This article focuses on the methodologies used by five global and national 
organizations specialized in the study of media freedom. There are a lot of think 
tanks around the world that focus their research on media, media markets, and 
journalism. But are there any differences in their work?

For the purposes of this article, we are going to look at the studies of five 
organizations that are most frequently mentioned in Bulgaria and whose reports 
are quoted in the debates on the problems the Bulgarian media have been faced 
with, namely the Freedom of the Press Index by Freedom House, the Press 
Freedom Index by Reporters Without Borders (RSF), the Media Sustainability 
Index by the International Research & Exchanges Board (IREX), Media Pluralism 
Monitor by the Center for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom (CMPF), and the 
studies on media freedom in Bulgaria published by the Association of European 
Journalists – Bulgaria (AEJ-Bulgaria). Some of these organizations specialize 
in the measurement of media freedom and protect journalists against pressure 
and prosecution, while others analyze the development and sustainability of the 
media environment and the liberal principles in the media market.

In Bulgaria, as well as in many other countries, the findings and conclusions 
of these organizations’ reports trigger public controversy and, often, doubts in 
their objectivity. One example is Bulgaria being ranked 111th in the Reporters 
Without Borders’ index, which has come to be seen as a popular illustration 
of the deterioration of the media environment in the country. The findings and 
conclusions of these reports are used as a basis for criticism against governments, 
while political elites try to play them down, accusing the nongovernment sector 
of speculations and partiality.

This brings us to the working hypothesis of this article: one reason for the 
radical interpretations of these reports is the insufficient knowledge about the 
organizations that publish them, including knowledge about:

• their historical background;
• their headquarters;
• their sources of funding;
• their area of specialization in media research;
• the scope of their research activities (regional, global, etc.);
• the methodologies they use to gather and process quantitative and qualitative 

data for their reports and indices;
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• potential weak spots in their methodological work.
While the present analysis is by no means comprehensive, it could help reduce 

the tensions arising from the controversial elements of the indices measuring 
freedom of speech in Bulgaria, the state’s role in this process.

This analysis draws on the official information published on the websites of 
Freedom House, Reporters Without Borders (RSF), the International Research & 
Exchanges Board (IREX), the Center for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom 
(CMPF), and AEJ-Bulgaria. In addition, DW Akademie in 2014 published the 
guide Media Freedom Indices: What They Tell Us – And What They Don’t, and 
in 2020 its author, Laura Schneider, published the monograph Measuring Global 
Media Freedom: The Media Freedom Analyzer as a New Assessment Tool. These 
two studies on the work of international organizations specialized in media 
freedom research serve as additional sources of useful information and insights.

Exposition
Who is who?

The Freedom of the Press Index by Freedom House and the similarly-
sounding World Press Freedom Index by Reporters Without Borders are two 
of the most popular media freedom rankings. Both organizations boast a rich 
history, and through the years their reports have come to be seen as some of the 
most authoritative sources of information on media freedom and have, thus, been 
among the most cited ones.

Freedom House is an American nongovernment organization that was 
established in 1941 through the merger of several organizations with the goal 
of promoting and studying human rights, freedom, and democracy around the 
world. The founding team included influential political figures from the ranks 
of both the Republicans and the Democrats, among them Eleanor Roosevelt, the 
wife of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Republican presidential nominee 
Wendell Willkie, who ran against President Roosevelt in 1940. The two parties 
continue to have their representatives in the organization’s governing body to this 
day [3].

Freedom House’s role as a democracy watchdog can be seen in play during 
the campaign of Joe McCarthy, known for his prosecution of communists and 
people suspected of espionage in favor of the USSR. At the time, the organization 
was very critical of the witch hunt, the political repressions, and public actions 
organized by McCarthyism followers. It also supported the Marshall Plan and 
the creation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and has assisted 
various democratic forces in different countries – from Serbia and Ukraine to 
Kyrgyzstan and Egypt [4].



Iliya Valkov

142

Most of Freedom House’s funding comes in the form of grants from the US 
government and US and Canadian foundations. During the year ended June 
30, 2016, US government grants amounted to USD 24.8 million, or 86% of the 
organization’s revenues [5].

Three decades after it was established, Freedom House started publishing 
Freedom in the World, its flagship annual report on the state of democratic 
freedoms around the world. In the report, produced by dozens of analysts 
and expert advisers and usually published in May (Casper, Tufis, 2003), the 
organization assigns a rating from 1 (the greatest degree of freedom) to 7 (the 
smallest degree of freedom) [6]. In 1980 Freedom House published the first 
edition of the survey Freedom of the Press, in which it has since been classifying 
states as ‘free’, ‘partly free’, and ‘not free’.

French-based Reporters Without Borders (RSF) was founded in the city of 
Montpellier in 1985 by four journalists, among them are – Robert Menard, Jean-
Claude Guillebaud, and Rony Brauman. The organization’s name comes from 
Art. 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, which says that 
everyone has the right ‘to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through 
any media and regardless of frontiers.’ Initially, the organization promoted 
alternative journalism. However, a few years later, there emerged disagreements 
among its founders. Two of them left and Menard focused the organization’s 
efforts on the protection of media freedom [7]. 

As a nonprofit, public-interest organization, Reporters Without Borders operates 
on a budget formed mainly through fund-raising campaigns, public support, and 
the sale of books of photos and other merchandise. Over 10% of the funding comes 
from the private sector and from foundations, and close to 10% comes from the 
French state, the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), 
UNESCO, and the International Francophone Organization (OIF). In 2018, the 
budget of the organization’s Paris office was EUR 6.1 million [8].

Reporters Without Borders published the World Press Freedom Index for 
the first time in 2002. The organization sends a questionnaire to experts in 180 
countries and regions. Based on their responses, it assigns ratings to each country 
and region. The report covers a period of one year and comes out in January.

The American organization International Research and Exchanges Board 
(IREX) was established in 1968 following a 1958 joint student-, teacher-, and 
researcher-exchange initiative of the USA and the USSR agreed by US President 
Dwight Eisenhower and USSR leader Nikita Khrushchev. The organization’s 
original headquarters were in New York City, but it later relocated – first to 
Princeton, New Jersey, in 1986 and then to Washington, DC in 1992, where it 
remains today. It opened its first field office in Moscow in 1989. Today, it has 20 
field offices throughout Africa, Europe and Eurasia, the Middle East and North 



Methodologies for Measuring Media Freedom. The Bulgarian Case

143

Africa, Asia, and the Americas, and, together with its partners, works in 120 
countries [9].

IREX’s work is closely connected to the U.S. Department of State’s media 
programs around the world. The organization aspires to promote and support 
citizens and institutions in building the foundations of a stable and prosperous 
society: quality education, independent media, and strong communities. With 
a global team of 400 people, it has an annual portfolio of more than USD 90 
million [10]. Unlike Freedom House and Reporters Without Borders, IREX 
depends entirely on state funding coming from the U.S. Department of State and 
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID).

With regards to media and journalism, IREX focuses on journalism training, 
strategic management, business development and advertising, production of 
news and other journalistic content, and media law reforms [11].

IREX published the Media Sustainability Index for the first time in 2001, 
which covered Europe and Eurasia. Since 2005, the index has also covered the 
Middle East and North Africa. Over the years, more than 500 media experts have 
participated in the production of the index. It is important to note that IREX, 

unlike Reporters Without Borders, does not measure media freedom and instead 

assesses the sustainability of the media environment in individual countries and 

regions – that is, the media’s ability to fulfill its functions as a fourth estate.
Currently, the Media Sustainability Index covers 80 countries in Europe and 

Eurasia, the Middle East and North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Asia. IREX 
publishes the results online, as well as in a print edition, in which it devotes a 
chapter to each country. The report on the sustainability of the media environment 
in Europe and Eurasia comes out every year, the report on Africa is usually 
published for a period of two years, while the reports on the other regions come 
out sporadically. The Media Sustainability Index is to be replaced by the Vibrant 
Information Barometer in 2021.

Based in the European University Institute (EUI) in Florence, Italy, the 
Center for Media Pluralism and Media Freedom (CMPF) was founded in 2011 
for the purpose of studying the problems related to media freedom and pluralism 
in Europe and neighboring countries such as Serbia, Northern Macedonia, 
Albania and Turkey (2017), supporting national and European lawmaking 
processes, and encouraging discussions on media environment problems among 
academics, opinion leaders, representatives of regulatory bodies, media owners, 
and journalists [12].

Funded by the European Commission and EU programs such as Erasmus+, the 
CMPF is part of the Commission’s efforts to improve the level of media pluralism 
and media freedom in Europe. The center’s website provides no information about 
its budget. The Media Pluralism Monitor (MPM) is a research tool developed by 
the center to assess the risks for media pluralism in a given country. The CMPF 
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has produced three MPM reports on Bulgaria (2016, 2017, 2020) in partnership 
with the Freedom Democracy Foundation (Спасов, Огняновa, Даскалова, 2016, 
2017).

Overall, the center has completed media pluralism monitoring sessions 
covering EU and neighboring countries for every year from 2014 to 2019. 

The MPM covers a wide range of media environment problems, including 
freedom of speech, media pluralism, the rule of law, media laws and policies, the 
participation of the media in the democratic process, and the media market and 
its economic aspects, including regulations and freedom of access, concentration, 
transparency of ownership, and access to information and media services for 
different social groups [13]. The monitoring has four categories. The researchers 
assign a risk score for each category for each country – low risk, medium risk, or 
high risk. They then publish a report on each country, along with a report on the 
overall situation in the European community.

The Association of European Journalists – Bulgaria (AEJ-Bulgaria) is a 
nongovernment organization founded by journalists in 2010. It is a member of 
the international Association of European Journalists (AEJ) – an independent 
nonprofit organization founded in 1962 by 70 journalists from six Western 
European countries that today has sections in more than 20 European countries, 
including non-EU Member States such as Armenia, Belarus, Moldova, Serbia, 
Turkey, and Ukraine [14]. AEJ-Bulgaria aims to protect professional journalistic 
standards, improve the media environment and the quality of journalism in the 
country, and support journalists who are subjected to pressure and threats and, 
thus, cannot perform their work freely [15].

AEJ-Bulgaria organizes trainings for journalists and journalism students, 
advocates for journalists in professional cases, including by seeking international 
support, proposes changes to laws, promotes media self-regulation, and 
issues critical positions on violations of freedom of expression, media abuses, 
and journalism ethics. Over the years, the organization’s research team, in 
cooperation with university professors, has conducted various studies on the 
media environment in Bulgaria in an effort to contribute to its improvement [16].

For its funding, AEJ-Bulgaria depends mainly on grants. In recent years, it 
has received financial support from the America for Bulgaria Foundation (BGN 
308,000 in 2018, BGN 148,000 in 2019), UNICEF (BGN 119,360 in 2018, BGN 
136,000 in 2019), and the Friedrich Naumann Foundation (BGN 20,000 in 2018) 
[17]. It has received grants from other organizations as well, among them the 
embassies of the Netherlands and the USA.

AEJ-Bulgaria conducted its first study on the media environment in Bulgaria 
in 2011. Since then, it has conducted four more editions of the survey – in 2013, 
2015, 2017, and 2020. The studies, in which only professional journalists are 
allowed to participate, take place in the spring of the given year, and the results 
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are published in the fall of the same year. While the first survey drew responses 
from 113 journalists, the latest survey was based on the participation of almost 
twice as many journalists – 204 [18]. Even though AEJ-Bulgaria’s studies do 
not include an index and do not use measuring scales, they still shed light on 
Bulgarian journalists’ perceptions of freedom, the dominant forms of pressure in 
the media, and the current problems faced by the professional community.

What do the different indices measure and how do they do it?

The methodological frameworks used by well-established international 
organizations have changed over time. Freedom House’s reports from the 1980s 
are hardly comparable to the reports the organization has published in the past 
two decades. The same is true for Reporters Without Borders, which has, along 
the way, refined the questionnaires and databases it uses in the preparation of 
its index. Before they adopted the current form of their questionnaire, which 
contains 200 questions, the CMPF researchers’ pilot-tested it in nine countries in 
2016 to find a working format for each country.

Freedom House

Since 2002, Freedom House has been using 23 methodological questions 
grouped in three categories:

Legal environment: This category covers the existing laws and regulations 
that have an impact on media content and the government’s readiness to use legal 
instruments to exert influence on the media. The questions concern the level of 
protection of fundamental human rights, the level of independence of the judicial 
system, and the opportunities for entry into the media market.

Political environment: This category assesses the degree of political control 
over media content, including control over sources of information, the presence 
of censorship and self-censorship, citizens’ access to a wide range of media, and 
journalists’ safety.

Economic environment: This category explores the effects of economic 
factors on media ownership, concentration of media ownership, distribution 
restrictions, and the degree of control exercised over the media through advertisers 
and subsidies (Schneider, 2014, p. 14).

The 23 methodological questions are broad in scope so that they can be 
applied to every country in the world. To identify each country’s specificities, 
Freedom House supplements each question with several sub-indicators, which 
brings the total number of questions to 109. In this way, the organization directs 
the respondents’ attention to the problematic areas they should focus on.
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In the methodology used by Freedom House, the Political Environment 
questions have a greater weight than the questions in the other two categories 
and a different impact on the final results [19]. The ratings ‘free’, ‘partly free’, 
and ‘not free’, which the organization used before it changed its methodology, 
run along a spectrum from 0 to 100 points – 0 – 30 points (free), 31 – 60 points 
(partly free), and 61 – 100 points (not free).

Who fills out Freedom House’s questionnaire? The US organization uses 
the general term ‘analysts,’ A third of them are Freedom House employees 
working in its headquarters in Washington, DC. The other respondents are 
external consultants, including researchers and university lecturers, experts from 
nongovernment organizations, and journalists.

Each analyst assesses three to five countries. Only a quarter of the analysts live 
in the country or region they assess. However, another quarter of the researchers 
are born there (Schneider, 2014, p. 14). Freedom House has no criteria in relation 
to the sources of information the analysts use in their reports but once the analysts 
answer the main methodological questions, they discuss them at regional meetings 
bringing together analysts and Freedom House representatives to ensure a kind 
of secondary control. The conclusions and the new ratings are compared to those 
from the previous year. If there are dramatic deviations, they are analyzed in 
greater depth. However, the final rating is assigned by one analyst, and this same 
analyst assigns a rating to several countries. This is one line of subjectivity in the 
methodology, since the majority of the analysts are based in the USA (Schneider, 
2014, p. 44). As a result, the conclusions about the other countries are rooted in 
a subjective, US perspective. This is a key argument the critics of the Freedom 
House’s index use against it – some see the index as an attempt to attack their 
political regime (Schneider, 2014, p. 15).

In addition, neither the names of the respondents nor all the methodological 
questions are publicly available. Other weak spots in the methodology include 
the great weight assigned to political factors.

At the same time, Freedom House’s index is one of the oldest instruments 
for the measurement of media freedom in the world, allowing for the detection 
of trends over a period of more than 30 years. It provides detailed information 
about every country that is monitored, outlines problematic areas, and allows for 
comparisons between countries and regions.

Reporters Without Borders

Unlike Freedom House’s index, the Reporters Without Borders’ index focuses 
on the problems of the professional journalistic community and tries to measure 
‘freedom of information’ – a term that the organization uses a lot more than 
‘media freedom’ or ‘freedom of the press’ As Laura Schneider points out, one of 
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the weaknesses of the Reporters Without Borders’ methodology is that the French 
organization offers no definition of ‘media freedom’ (Schneider, 2014, p. 20).

From 2002 to 2013, the Reporters Without Borders’ questionnaire contained 44 
questions focused on violations of rights and crimes against the person of journalists, 
including questions about the numbers of beaten, arrested, kidnapped, and 
murdered journalists. In 2013, the organization started compiling this information 
separately and it now bears an ever greater weight on the final results. As of 2019, 
the questionnaire contained 87 questions, allowing for a deeper analysis [20]. The 
questionnaire, first published in 2016, spans six categories [21]: 

Pluralism: the degree to which different viewpoints are presented in the media;
Media independence: the degree to which the media depend on the state;
Environment and self-censorship: the environment journalists work in;
Legal framework: the quality and effectiveness of the laws;
Transparency: public institutions’ level of transparency;
Infrastructure: the quality of the media infrastructure and the opportunities 
for entry into the media market [22].
In the current format of the questionnaire, most questions do not ask for 

simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers but for assessments on a scale from 1 to 10. Here is 
an example:

How easy is it for the government to force the removal of:
• a journalist at the public radio or television;
• a manager at the public radio or television;
• a manager at a private media.
One of the big advantages of the Reporters Without Borders’ methodological 

approach is that the questionnaire is available in 20 languages. It is sent to partner 
organizations all over the world – 18 nongovernment organizations on five 
continents that send the questionnaire to their network of about 150 respondents. 
Perhaps for safety reasons, like the Freedom House respondents, the Reporters 
Without Borders’ respondents are not publicly known. However, the organization 
points out that the group includes journalists, researchers, and law and human 
rights experts. An important feature of the index is that all respondents live in the 
country they assess, although close to 10% of them are foreign correspondents born 
elsewhere (Schneider, 2014, p. 20). At the same time, similar to the dominant US 
presence among the Freedom House respondents, the Reporters Without Borders 
index is marked by the strong presence of European viewpoints and criteria for 
freedom of speech. In addition, the decisions about the questions, the categories, 
and their weight in the assignment of the final ratings are taken by a small number 
of people living in France or with European backgrounds (Schneider, 2014, p. 
21). As a result, despite the organization’s aspiration to paint a credible global 
picture, the number of questionnaires filled out in European countries is several 
times greater than the number in African countries.
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After the completed questionnaires are collected, each country receives two 
ratings – one rating on the basis of the questionnaires, with ‘pluralism’ carrying 
greater weight than the other categories, and a second rating based on the use of 
violence against journalists. This means that there are seven categories in total, 
the last one of which accounts for 20% of the overall rating. In the end, the 
countries are ranked according to their final ratings (Schneider, 2014, p. 21).

Compared to Freedom House’s study, the Reporters Without Borders’ study 
appears to be more focused on the problems of the media environment and 
particularly on the challenges, difficulties, and pressure faced by professional 
journalists. This thematic focus, however, does not eliminate all sources of 
subjectivity. There remain unanswered the questions as to how respondents 
are selected, who they are, and how they guard themselves against emotional 
attachments and partiality in the assignment of the final ratings. Does this state of 
affairs not pose a risk of creating a closed environment?

The other source of controversy with regards to the Reporters Without Borders’ 
index is the great weight given to the use of violence against journalists. This 
often leads to distortions in the depiction of the current situation and can also 
lead to misuses. Countries with higher levels of violence can receive negative 
ratings, no matter if a journalist has suffered violence because of his work or for 
other reasons. Antoine Héry of Reporters Without Borders says that the violence 
indicator is a leading factor and the analysts are interested in whether journalists 
and bloggers can disseminate information freely. ‘We do not take into account the 
quality of the contents they spread.,’ Héry says (Schneider, 2014, p. 23).

The case of Bulgarian journalist Viktoria Marinova offers a telling example. 
She was brutally murdered in the city of Ruse but the investigation has proven that 
the crime was not connected to her work as a journalist. Yet, Reporters Without 
Borders issued a special statement about the case [23]. Such incidents create a 
precedent interpretation and influence the rating of the respective country. It is 
a common practice of the French organization to note in its reports how a single 
murder has led to a significant drop in a country’s rating in the course of just one 
year (Симеонова, 2019).

IREX

IREX’s Media Sustainability Index assesses five factors determining the 
maturity and sustainability of media systems [D1] [24]. Each factor is complemented 
by specific indicators that are tracked and analyzed for individual countries and 
regions.

The first factor is protection of free speech. The indicators analyzed here 
include existence of legal and social protections of free speech, whether the 
process of media licensing and registration protects the public interest and is 
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fair, competitive, and apolitical, and whether market entry and tax structure in 
the media sector are fair and comparable to those in other industries. Researchers 
further analyze whether crimes against media professionals, citizen journalists, 
and media outlets are prosecuted vigorously, whether the law protects the 
editorial independence of public media, whether public officials are held to 
higher standards in libel cases, whether public information is easily available, 
and whether the entry into the journalism profession is free or the government 
imposes licensing, restrictions, or special rights for journalists.

The second factor is quality of journalism. The key indicators are whether 
journalists cover major events and issues fairly and objectively, whether they 
use diverse and credible sources, whether they follow recognized and accepted 
ethical standards, whether journalists and editors practise self-censorship, and 
whether journalists and media professionals receive a good enough pay so that 
they do not succumb to corruption and stay in the profession. Other indicators 
include the proportion of entertainment programming vis-à-vis news and 
information programming and the degree to which there is quality niche reporting 
and programming, such as investigations and in-depth coverage of economic, 
business, political, and local issues.

The third factor is plurality of news sources. Researchers seek to find out 
whether there is plurality of public and private news sources (print, broadcast, 
online, mobile) that offer multiple viewpoints, whether citizens have free access 
to domestic and international media, and whether the public media reflect the 
views of the political spectrum, are nonpartisan, and serve the public interest. 
Other issues of interest include the extent to which independent news agencies 
gather and distribute news for media outlets, whether private media produce their 
own news, the level of transparency and concentration of media ownership, and 
the extent to which a wide range of social interests, including minorities, are 
reflected and represented in the media.

The fourth factor is business management in the media industry. The 
indicators concern the media’s operations as efficient and self-sustaining 
enterprises that receive revenue from a multitude of sources, the extent to which 
advertising agencies and related industries support an advertising market, whether 
government subsidies and advertising are distributed fairly and in line with the 
law without undermining editorial independence and distorting the market, and 
the reliability of broadcast ratings, circulation figures, and Internet statistics.

Finally, the fifth factor is the functioning of supporting institutions in the 
professional interests of independent media. Here, the researchers assess the 
degree to which trade associations represent the interests of media owners and 
managers, and professional associations protect journalists’ rights and promote 
quality journalism, whether nongovernment organizations support free speech 
and independent media, and the existence of quality degree and short-term 
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training programs that equip journalists with the skills and practical experience 
they need. Another set of indicators in this group concerns the unrestricted access 
to sources of media equipment, newsprint, printing facilities, channels of media 
distribution, and information and communication technology infrastructure [25].

Together, the five factors and the indicators complementing them produce a 
scale for the assessment of media systems. In employing this methodology, IREX 
assumes that the rating is based on commonly recognized principles conducive to 
the building of an effective and independent media environment. This approach 
allows for an in-depth assessment of the media industry through an analysis of 
the key factors determining whether a media system is transparent, professional, 
and economically sustainable.

Who fills out the questionnaire? The Media Sustainability Index is produced 
with the support of a panel of local experts in each country. Each member of the 
panel fills out the questionnaire, assigning a score to each indicator and providing 
written comments. Then, the panelists gather together for a group discussion 
under the supervision of a moderator, usually a representative of the host-country 
partner organization or a local individual. IREX’s role is to support the process 
and ensure that the methodology is used properly. The organization has the right 
to conduct additional research on the media environment and give its own scores 
that have the same relative weight as the scores assigned by the respondents – in 
other words, if the panel consists of 12 experts, IREX is treated as respondent 
number 13.

Panelists score each indicator on a scale from 0 to 4, using whole or half 
points (e.g., 1.5, 2.5, 3.0, 4.0). A score of 4 is assigned only if the indicator and 
all accompanying questions have demonstrated long-term stability and no public 
or political fluctuations are likely to undermine the positive trend. By contrast, 
a score of 0 is assigned only if government or social forces actively oppose the 
implementation of the indicator. The average scores of all indicators are averaged 
to produce overall scores for each of the five factors, which are then averaged to 
obtain an overall score for each country. According to IREX’s interpretation, a 
media system can be classified as:

• unsustainable, anti-free press (0 – 1);
• unsustainable mixed system (1 – 2);
• near sustainability (2 – 3);
• sustainable (3 – 4).
IREX’s scoring process is completed in two stages. First, each panelist receives 

the questionnaire, reviews it, and scores each indicator. Then, the panelists come 
together to discuss the five main factors and the accompanying indicators. They 
are allowed to change their scores during the discussion, which could lead to 
variations as a result of group pressure and conformism.
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Compared to Freedom House’s information gathering process, IREX’s 
methodology has a major advantage because it relies on local experts. The up 
to 12 panelists for each country come from media outlets, NGOs, professional 
associations, and academic institutions. IREX tries to ensure that the panels 
include representatives of different types of media, representatives from the 
capital city and other parts of the country, and representatives of different genders 
and ethnic and religious groups in the hope that this diversity can have a positive 
effect on the study. In addition, panelists are encouraged to write their names 
when filling out the questionnaire, which definitely boosts the credibility of the 
report [26].

IREX notes that the transparent indicators and scoring process and the 
recruitment of local experts and moderators contribute to the success of the 
Media Sustainability Index as a research instrument. The outcome constitutes 
an in-depth and nuanced assessment of the media environment in each country, 
which, according to the organization, is only attainable when local experts share 
their expertise [27].

At the same time, the fact that a single IREX ‘analyst’ assigns the final score 
for each country and region based on the scores assigned by the respondents 
raises serious doubts, not least because there is no way for an employee of 
the organization to be familiar with the media problems in each country. For 
example, for the purposes of the index, Europe and Eurasia span a total of 30 
countries, among them Bulgaria, Turkey, Russia, Albania, Serbia, Moldova, 
and even Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and other countries with complex political 
systems [28]. What is more, this approach assumes the possibility of an official 
disqualification of opinions and scores of respondents in each panel.

IREX is almost entirely funded by the US government, which often raises 
doubts about the objectivity of its research results. Nevertheless, the indicators 
analyzed in the research process provide a broad but also detailed assessment 
of the problems of each country’s media system, and shed light on the state 
of professional journalistic standards and practices, media content, and media 
markets.

Media Pluralism Monitor

The Media Pluralism Monitor published by the Center for Media Pluralism and 
Media Freedom (CMPF) at the European University Institute (EUI) in Florence, 
Italy, is a very detailed and highly theorized tool for the analysis and assessment 
of the media environment in the EU Member States, as well as in neighboring 
countries and prospective EU Member States such as Montenegro, Albania, and 
Turkey. As a study funded by the European Commission, the Media Pluralism 
Monitor is bound by the EU institutions’ interests and policies.
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The CMPF partners with experienced independent researchers from the 
countries covered by the survey, who collect the data and prepare the reports. 
Its Bulgarian partner is the Media Democracy Foundation, with Orlin Spassov, 
Nelly Ognyanova, and Nikoleta Daskalova as lead researchers. In Malta and 
Italy in 2016, the CMPF collected the data in a centralized fashion. In addition 
to individual reports, the center also publishes a report on the overall media 
environment in the European community based on the results from the countries 
featured in the study.

Who fills out the questionnaire? The questionnaire for each country consists 
of 200 standardized questions [29]. Each partner organization has the right to select 
seven national experts who can participate in discussions and answer ‘questions of 
markedly rating nature’ (Спасов, Огнянова, Даскалова, 2016, p. 1).

The CMPF’s methodological framework categorizes risks for media pluralism 
in four main areas, which are assessed according to the scoring of 20 indicators 
(five for each area).

• Basic protection: protection of freedom of expression; protection of right to 
information; journalistic profession standards and protection; independence 
and effectiveness of the media authority; universal reach of traditional media 
and access to the Internet.

• Market plurality: transparency of media ownership; concentration of media 
ownership (horizontal); online platform concentration of ownership and 
competition enforcement; media viability; commercial and owner influence 
over editorial content.

• Political independence: political independence of the media; editorial 
autonomy; audiovisual media, online platforms, and elections; state 
regulation of resources and support to the media sector; independence of 
public service media governance and funding.

• Social inclusiveness: access to media for minorities; access to media for 
local/regional communities and community media; access to media for 
people with disabilities; women serving as managers, executives, and 
editors-in-chief in public service and commercial media; media literacy.

The results for each area and indicator are presented on a scale from 0% to 
100%:

 ○ Low risk (between 0% and 33%)
 ○ Medium risk (between 34% and 66%)
 ○ High risk (between 67% and 100%)

Along with the results from the questionnaire and the expert discussions, 
the reports for each country also include current context-setting data from 
official sources, such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP), unemployment rate, 
demographic indicators, economic and political conditions, the state of the 
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media market, and citizens’ access to the Internet and media services (Спасов, 
Огнянова, Даскалова, 2016, p. 2).

Noteworthy, in its efforts to present a complete picture of the current situation 
in each country, the CMPF cites the media freedom indices published by Freedom 
House, Reporters Without Borders, and IREX, as well as reports published by 
NGOs from the media sector.

Perhaps this is the most valuable aspect of the Media Pluralism Monitor – 
it establishes a general standard for the assessment and monitoring of media 
pluralism in the EU as a whole, and it is supposed to be politically neutral and 
objective.

An important feature of the monitor is its coverage of a wide range of 
problems, including legal framework, media market, social issues, the role of the 
state, independence of the media, geographic distribution of the media, and so 
on. This panoramic view is combined with an in-depth analysis. All conclusions 
reached by the teams must be supported with facts.

Besides, the monitor has evolved over the years. ‘The accumulated experience 
is analyzed and the tool is being improved all the time,’ says Orlin Spassov, the 
leader of the team preparing the report on Bulgaria [30]. In recent years, the 
authors of the study have put far stronger emphasis on the problems in the digital 
media environment – a phenomenon that reflects the growing importance of this 
sphere to the development of the EU’s media practices.

Despite its positive features, the monitor’s methodology has several 
drawbacks. The indicators assessed, though extensively developed, cannot cover 
all possible cases in each country. ‘For this reason, in practice one often cannot 
answer the questions about specific problems in a given country included in 
the questionnaire, although there are important specificities that deserve to be 
discussed,’ says Spassov [31]. In his view, it would be helpful if the questionnaire 
allows for more open answers that should be taken into account when the overall 
score for each country is calculated (greater application of qualitative methods 
in the study).

The EU Member States differ from one another when it comes to the collection 
of statistical, market, and other data on the media environment. As a result, some 
of the national teams have difficulty collecting such data or even face the prospect 
of finding no data on some aspects of the media’s operations (e.g., publicly 
available information about circulation figures, etc.). In other cases, the data is 
not reliable enough. All of this, to a degree, makes it hard to compare individual 
countries.

Similar to the practices of Freedom House and Reporters Without Borders, 
the national research teams the CMPF partners with have no access to the tools 
used in the calculation of the final scores for the countries and do not participate 
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in the process. Instead, this process is managed centrally by the CMPF’s team in 
Florence on the basis of the country reports and the responses to the indicators. 
‘It would be helpful to provide feedback to the national teams at this final stage,’ 
says Spassov [32].

The section about the study’s methodology states that the responsibility for 
the report’s content does not necessarily reflect the views of the CMPF or the 
European Commission. On the one hand, this gives the national teams extensive 
freedom in conducting their research. On the other hand, this disclaimer can serve 
as a convenient excuse for the European Commission in case the report on a 
given country is attacked or criticized by the government or by political and 
economic circles disagreeing with its findings.

AEJ-Bulgaria

The study conducted by the Association of European Journalists – Bulgaria 
(AEJ-Bulgaria) focuses on the problems that the journalistic community in the 
country faces. While it has a national scope, it is not representative. One of the 
study’s main goals is to provide a snapshot of the media environment in Bulgaria, 
the level of freedom of expression, and the journalists’ assessment of their work, 
according to the methodological note of the 2017 report (Вълков, 2017). The 
organization guarantees the respondents’ anonymity. The survey’s findings are 
presented in summarized form in a report published in Bulgarian and English.

AEJ-Bulgaria has conducted five surveys since 2011, with the 2017 and 2020 
editions attracting a record number of respondents – about 200 journalists from 
around the country. The main data collection tool is a questionnaire comprising 
22 open- and closed-ended questions, which is available for completion for a 
month starting on May 3 (World Press Freedom Day).

The questionnaire can only be completed online via AEJ-Bulgaria’s website. 
The team in charge of the study expects most of the respondents to be journalists, 
editors, editors-in-chief, media managers, media experts, lecturers, and journalism 
students. However, since there are no restrictions in place, the questionnaire can 
also be filled out by people who are not part of the media community but are 
interested in its problems.

There are several fundamental questions that have been included in all surveys 
so far. Other questions are included in the survey to shed light on the current 
political, social, and economic environment. For example, the 2020 questionnaire 
has two closed-ended questions concerning the impact of the coronavirus 
pandemic on the media’s operations.

The questionnaire is developed by AEJ-Bulgaria’s research team in consultation 
with leading sociologists. The questions are grouped in several categories:
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Working conditions: This category assesses the changes in the working 
conditions in the media, the average age of active journalists and the level of 
gender balance in newsrooms. It also examines whether there is significant 
personnel turnover in the media, whether journalists enjoy stable incomes, what 
contractual relationships they have with the media they contribute to (employment 
contract, civil contract, fees), and which parts of the country most of the media 
are concentrated in.

Culture of pressure: This category assesses the various forms of ‘illegitimate 
pressure’ which, according to AEJ-Bulgaria, constitute ‘a threat to the physical, 
financial, and moral integrity of the journalist.’ Here, the researchers seek 
to find out whether the respondents have witnessed illegitimate pressure or 
whether they themselves have been subjects to such pressure, whether they have 
experienced interference in their work by beat editors, editors-in-chief, the owner 
of the media, or the outlet’s advertising department, whether there are cases of 
external interference in the media’s editorial content by political, economic, and 
criminal subjects, and whether they have practised self-censorship or know about 
colleagues who have.

Media and power: This category assesses the relationships, if any, of 
a media outlet with the local government. It also looks at whether the media 
publish ready-made press releases by institutions in exchange for a payment, 
what professional standards the media adheres to during elections, whether it 
participates in defamatory PR campaigns, and what impact critical publications 
have on the media’s relationships with state institutions, including whether there 
have been cases where the media has been denied access to information. The 
respondents can assign a score to the level of freedom of expression on a six-
point scale. In 2020, the answers are divided in two groups: 1) excellent, very 
good, good; 2) medium, bad, very bad.

Self-reflection and changes: This category asks the respondents to choose 
from among several options the most important measures that can be taken to 
improve the media environment in Bulgaria. The last question is open-ended, 
giving them the opportunity to share if they have been victims of illegitimate 
pressure or know about colleagues who have.

AEJ-Bulgaria’s research efforts are hardly comparable to those of international 
organizations with long track records, institutionalized authority, and global 
reach. Its studies have the advantage of offering a snapshot of the current state 
of the media environment in the country based on the assessments of quite a few 
active journalists and media experts.

Although it is not representative according to professional sociological 
standards, AEJ-Bulgaria’s study is one of the few surveys trying to provide a 
relative behind-the-scenes glimpse of the dynamics of the Bulgarian media 
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environment. To an extent, these efforts are comparable to the studies by Reporters 
Without Borders which, in its reports, also analyzes perceptions of freedom of 
speech and the various forms of pressure experienced by journalists.

AEJ-Bulgaria’s study has its weak spots as well. It is difficult to find out 
whether the questionnaire is filled out by real journalists. At the same time, the 
questions are not sufficient to provide a bigger picture of the problems of the 
media environment. Lastly, ‘the publishers’ wars’ and the discord between the 
different media groups lead to a dominant representation of one of them in the 
survey.

Despite the survey’s drawbacks, with the accumulation of empirical data, 
assessments, and opinions provided in the responses to the open-ended questions, 
the series of reports by AEJ-Bulgaria begins to outline long-term trends, processes, 
and problems of the local media environment.

Politicization of the indices

The media freedom indices and reports trigger serious political debates 
in the countries they cover, comparisons between countries, and doubts about 
subjectivity and partiality. They also create a deceptive sense of attempts at 
discrediting the political establishment. Governments and authoritarian regimes 
perceive these reports as criticism of the way in which they govern their countries, 
while opposition groups use them to attack the political status quo.

In 2006, when Germany dropped by five positions in the Reporters Without 
Borders’ index, the opposition described the media environment in the country 
as ‘depersonalized and threatened’ and accused the government of doing nothing 
to avoid the danger and help the media get into a better shape (Schneider, 2020, 
p. 83).

Three years later, Freedom House’s annual report led to protests against the 
government of prime minister and media mogul Silvio Berlusconi and mobilized 
a movement fighting for freedom of speech in Italy. The American organization 
ranked Italy 73rd out of 195 countries and designated the media as ‘partly free’[33]. 
On October 3, 2009, close to 60,000 people took to the streets in Rome to protect 
the freedom of the media and demonstrate their opposition to the troubling 
relationships between the government and the media, as well as the attempts to 
impose political control over journalistic content through regulations. ‘There’s 
more freedom of information in Italy than in any other country,’ Berlusconi said 
at the time. He also described the rally as a ‘farce’(Mesco, 2009). Reporters 
Without Borders said the Italian prime minister was an enemy of free media and 
explained that he was ‘on the verge of being added to our list of Predators of 
Press Freedom.’[34] The debate about the pressure that Berlusconi’s government 
exerted over the media went beyond Italy and reached the European Parliament 
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whose members discussed a resolution on the protection of pluralism and 
opposition to media concentration in Europe.

Also in 2009, Reporters Without Borders placed Singapore 144th out of 173 
countries in its World Press Freedom Index, putting it in the group of countries 
with the least free media. Singapore’s law minister at the time said the country’s 
press freedom ranking was ‘quite absurd and divorced from reality.’[35] When in 
2012 Malawi dropped by 67 positions in the same index, the spokesperson of the 
country’s president described the results as ‘not realistic,’ adding that ‘dropping by 
67 positions would mean that something catastrophic has happened.’ (Schneider, 
2020, p. 83). In the same year, New York Times columnist Andrew Rosenthal 
described the Reporters Without Borders’ index as ‘a little ridiculous’ adding that 
‘The decision to put the United States in 47th place seems even more silly when 
you notice that Hungary ranks higher—at 40th’ (Rosenthal, 2012).

Reporters Without Borders, which has placed Bulgaria 111th in its index in 
several consecutive years, showed up in the political debate in the Bulgarian 
parliament in December 2019 when Vezhdi Rashidov, the chairman of the Culture 
and Media Committee, accused the organization of ‘interfering in people’s 
business’(Андонова, 2019). Rashidov, a Member of Parliament from the GERB 
party, later said that Reporters Without Borders provided incorrect information 
about freedom of speech in Bulgaria (Стоянов, 2019).

The French organization’s activities are strongly criticized by the media 
belonging to Member of Parliament and publisher Delyan Peevski. At the same 
time, the organization’s work is hailed, to the point of self-destructive rapture, 
by publisher Ivo Prokopiev’s media: ‘Reporters Without Borders deplored 
the growing political pressure over Dnevnik and Capital,’[36] ‘Reporters 
Without Borders: It’s time for the European Parliament to protect Bulgarian 
journalists,’[37] ‘Bulgaria didn’t budge from the 111th position for (non)freedom 
of the media’(Карабоев, 2020).

Delyan Peevski’s newspapers Telegraph and Monitor mock Reporters 
Without Borders, calling them ‘Paid Without Borders’ [38] and ‘Bats Without 
Borders Against Delyan Peevski and the Country’[39]. In 2018, Monitor wrote 
the following: ‘The NGO, which is registered in France but runs errands globally, 
again took our country two positions down in its ranking of freedom of speech. 
Our lower rank is not just without a reason but it is based on the spread of fake 
news. On the one hand, [this is done] to serve the interests of the behind-the-
scenes partners of Reporters Without Borders in the country – the oligarchs 
and defendants Ivo Prokopiev, Tzvetan Vassilev, and Ognyan Donev, and their 
friend Sasho Donchev, who are doing everything possible to rock the legitimate 
institutions in the country to avoid retribution for their crimes. On the other hand, 
[this is done] so that the NGO itself could take a revenge for the exposing of its 
behind-the-scenes links to the BG oligarchy and its heralds’ [40].



Iliya Valkov

158

Reporters Without Borders’ representatives kept trying to meet Bulgarian 
Prime Minister Boyko Borissov over a period of three years. At the end of 2019, 
the organization’s secretary-general Christopher Deloire and Pauline Adès-
Mével, the head of the organization’s EU and Balkans desk, finally met with 
Borissov [41].

‘We discussed the possibilities for our country to improve its position in 
the press freedom index compiled by Reporters Without Borders. I invited 
their representatives to participate with proposals for legal changes that should 
guarantee the independence of the media and people’s right to be correctly and 
precisely informed,’ wrote Borissov on social media after the meeting [42]. More 
than half a year after the long-awaited meeting, the promise for serious legal 
changes remains unfulfilled.

It is symptomatic that different international organizations, independent of 
one another, place Bulgaria among the countries with not-free or ‘partially free’ 
media, or with serious problems with regards to the media environment, access 
to information, and the quality of journalism. The withdrawal of large companies 
from the Bulgarian media market, the acquisition of national media by local 
businessmen demonstrating close relationships with representatives of the political 
and judicial branches of power (Милчева, 2019), the removal of prominent 
figures from TV stations, (Спасов, Св., 2019) the prosecutor’s investigation of 
censorship in the public service radio and the subsequent unscheduled suspension 
of the radio’s director general in relation to this case, [43] the turning of the state 
into an influential advertiser pouring millions from EU funds (Вълков, 2019), 
the attempts to adopt legal changes restricting the expression of critical opinions 
(Андонова, 2020) – all these events clearly indicate the erosion of the Bulgarian 
media environment. In these conditions, journalism is under huge pressure, and 
the international press freedom indices only objectify this state of affairs.

Conclusion

The indices measuring media freedom, trust in the media, pluralism, media 
markets, and the pressure on journalists, among other media issues, are a scientific 
tool and product that, as can be seen, must meet certain criteria for truthfulness, 
reliability, and even representativeness – at least when it is possible to ensure 
representativeness. Oftentimes, the interpretation of the results of an index is 
limited to the number and the overall rating assigned to a country and a region. 
This leads to suggestive generalizations – from full coverage and effective public 
discussion through silence to aggressive criticism and rejection of the conclusions 
and ratings of the report.

Every international organization uses a methodology that has its positive and 
negative sides and specializes in the study of a specific topic. Freedom House 
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treats the problems related to media freedom as one element of their broader study 
of democratic freedoms. Reporters Without Borders focuses on the professional 
journalistic community and the cases of journalists facing aggression and pressure. 
IREX looks at the media environment developments in a country in the context 
of the broader geographic or political region it finds itself in. The CMPF outlines 
the risks for media pluralism in the European community. Finally, AEJ-Bulgaria 
boasts considerable representativeness in relation to the specialized questionnaire 
it uses to compile its reports but this representativeness is still not enough to paint 
a complete picture of the problems of the Bulgarian media environment.

All major international organizations use questionnaires and collect data 
through discussions and deep interviews in small groups, which leads to 
criticisms as to who and how selects the respondents and raises doubts about the 
representativeness of their studies. Whereas IREX’s and CMPF’s country reports 
contain the names of the participants in the country-level discussions, the reports 
published by Freedom House and Reporters Without Borders do not disclose this 
information, partly because they want to guarantee the respondents’ safety.

Every media freedom index has a certain territorial scope. The only indices that 
provide a global view and an opportunity for comparisons between the countries 
covered by the studies are those published by Freedom House and Reporters 
Without Borders.

IREX and Freedom House offer a general look at individual regions. Thanks to 
their long track record and expertise, the two organizations allow for an analysis 
of long-term trends and changes in the development or decline of a given region 
or country. The same is true for the CMPF, which specializes in the study of 
European countries. AEJ-Bulgaria’s studies only cover Bulgaria.

In view of their aforementioned particularities, the indices measuring freedom 
of the media and freedom of speech should be approached critically. Some of the 
key issues we need to consider in advance so that we can make proper use of the 
indices include:

• the reputation, experience, and expertise of the organization that has 
conducted the study;

• the presence/absence of commitments to specific individuals or organizations;
• the sources of funding for the study;
• the scope of the study and the specific political and socio-economic context 

in which the data was collected;
• the trends emerging from the study;
• the arguments used to support the study’s findings and conclusions;
• the validity and reliability of the study’s results compared to the results of 

the studies conducted by other think tanks.
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The interpretation of the results of these indices also depends on the individual 
expertise and professional experience of the people using them. As Petra Berner, 
the head of strategy and consulting services at DW Akademie, aptly points out, 
the rankings and reports published by different organizations that monitor the 
media environment in individual countries and regions are used for different 
purposes by different people: ‘The results not only receive broad international 
attention but also have huge consequences in a variety of fields: The scoring of a 
country fuels the domestic and international political debate, plays an important 
role for national media policies as well as the implementation of media laws 
and regulations, and is reflected in the academic discourse,’ Berner explains 
(Schneider, 2014, p. 5).

What is more, the results of the media freedom rankings can be taken into 
account when decisions are made about the size of the assistance to be provided or 
the adoption of additional measures (e.g., financial assistance, legal consultations, 
lobbying and diplomatic pressure).

In other words, the media freedom reports and rankings are used by academic 
and university centers, international organizations like the World Bank, analytics 
and advisory firms such as Gallup, and technological giants like Google and 
Yahoo. They are also an important instrument for putting pressure on governments 
and power centers that suppress free speech and repress journalists and critical 
media. At the same time, they serve as arguments in support of calls for the 
adoption of liberal legal measures and the reduction of overregulation, and as 
guarantees for the existence of viable media pluralism. Finally, these reports and 
rankings can be used as guidebooks by government and nongovernment donor 
organizations supporting the development of the media environments in countries 
in ‘democratic decline.’
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