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Abstract
The introductory chapter to the thematic issue, entitled “Rethinking Safety of Journalists,” shows howpromoting the safety
of journalists is closely related to press freedom. It presents the articles of the thematic issue and highlights how the safety
of journalists is no longer a concern of individuals or individual nation states only, but is now also a global concern, whereby
the international community is obliged to come to the defense of journalists’ safety.
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Journalists throughout the world are increasingly faced
with attacks on their life, their dignity, and the integrity
of their work. Whereas only two correspondents were
killed during the entire period of World War I, the sit-
uation is radically different a bit more than a hundred
years later. On average, every five days a journalist is
killed for bringing information to the public and there is
an increasing tendency that journalists themselves are
the aim of violence. The threats range from harassment
to arbitrary detention, kidnapping, physical attacks, and
in themost extreme cases, killing. This happens against a
backdrop of a rising anti-media rhetoric and the discred-
iting of newsworthy and accurate journalistic reportage
as “fake news” (Ireton&Posetti, 2018). Furthermore, the
worrying gender dimensions of safety and tactics for cen-
soring and silencing journalists add to the current state
of affairs. Threats to journalists occur both online and of-
fline and women journalists are particularly affected by
gender-specific forms of attacks, such as sexual harass-
ment and violence. Promoting the safety of journalists is
closely related to press freedom as the following quote
by the Deputy Director-General of UNESCO reminds us:

Safety for journalists is a matter of public concern
that is wide-ranging. It is vital for those who practice
journalism, for their families and for their sources. It
is essential for the wellbeing of media institutions,
civil society, academia and the private sector more
broadly. If we value the free flow of information for
citizens, their governments and their international or-
ganisations, then the safety of journalists is central.
(Henrichsen, Betz, & Lisosky, 2015)

This thematic issue of Media and Communication
presents fresh research on the current situation of safety
of journalists from various regions and countries, as well
as reflections on how democratic developments may be
safeguarded by finding ways to protect journalists and
freedom of speech. The articles presented here both
point at some of the most crucial challenges and to ways
of addressing them. In doing so, they highlight how the
safety of journalists is no longer a concern of individu-
als or individual nation states only, but is now also a
global concern, whereby the international community is
obliged to come to the defense of journalists’ safety, thus
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warranting evoking the global ‘responsibility to protect’
(R2P) journalists. As Simon Cottle emphasizes, the pro-
tection of journalists “is amatter for all of us as it reaches
deep inside the conduct of human affairs in global soci-
ety” (Cottle, 2017, p. 29).

The last years have also seen an increased awareness
and a growth of initiatives and coalitions to push back
the threats against journalists. Whereas scholarly works
within the field of safety of journalists were rare only
a few years ago, we now witness an explosive interest
in conventions such as the academic conference on the
safety of journalists as part of the UNESCO’s World Press
Freedom Day’s Global Conference, and in the annual
conference on safety of journalists at Oslo Metropolitan
University. All the articles here were first presented in
one of these conferences, both results of transnational
academic coalitions.

This thematic issue, entitled “Rethinking Safety of
Journalists,” encompasses research into how matters of
safety influence epistemological news production pro-
cesses. More specifically, it explores what knowledge
journalists have when it comes to different matters
of safety.

The three first articles are from Africa, Europe, and
Asia respectively. Although the contexts are different, all
three articles explore what knowledge journalists have
when it comes to different aspects of safety and find
some similar traits in how they respond to vulnerable sit-
uations. In doing so, all three clearly illustrate that if jour-
nalists’ access to information is restricted, then the en-
tire society suffers since it is deprived of getting the infor-
mation needed to make informed decisions. In their ar-
ticle, Gerald Walulya and Goretti L. Nassanga (2020) dis-
cuss the increasingly difficult situation of journalists cov-
ering political elections inmany less democratic societies.
Their findings show that Ugandan journalists face more
safety and security risks during elections. Someof the key
challenges include state harassment, arrest of those con-
sidered critical to the state and denial of access to im-
portant information. Based on in-depth interviews, the
article shows how due to concerns of their own safety,
journalists respond to the insecure work environment by
engaging in self-censorship, thereby giving biased or lim-
ited information to the public. The article identifies gaps
thatmedia development agencies can help to close if the
media are to play their rightful role in a democratic soci-
ety especially during electoral processes.

Self-censorship as a strategy of self-protection is
also the concern of Sofia Iordanidou, Emmanouil Takas,
Leonidas Vatikiotis, and Pedro García’s (2020) contribu-
tion. Taking the South European situation after the eco-
nomic crisis as their starting point, the authors show
how Greece, Cyprus, and Spain came under a surveil-
lance regime where everything concerning public spend-
ing, labour market, and social policy came under a rigor-
ous monitoring of European institutions. A new working
environment emerged where many of the experienced
and highly-paid professionals were replaced by younger

journalists. Through qualitative interviews, the article ex-
plores how to what extent the logic of memoranda af-
fected the journalistic practice in the three countries. It
shows how journalists operated in a conflictual situation
in the forefront of pressures, not only having to manage
an extended, stressful and unpleasant situation, but also
having to analyze it, sometimes even serve it.

In their article, Mubashar Hasan and Mushfique
Wadud (2020) argue that the parameters for evaluat-
ing the safety of journalists in an authoritarian state go
beyond the conventional, global knowledge of what is
knownabout the safety of journalists. Against a backdrop
of increasing surveillance, attacks on journalist by force
and legal means in a political climate that is not demo-
cratic, the article investigates how Bangladeshi journal-
ists define safety. Based on in-depth interviews with
Bangladeshi journalists, the authors explore how the
concept of journalists’ safety has three intertwined di-
mensions: First, journalists’ safety incorporates avoid-
ing bodily harm; second, in order to remain safe, jour-
nalists undertake various tactics including compromising
the objectivity of news in a regime where security ap-
paratus and pro-government journalists work in tandem
to surveil and intimidate non-partisan journalists; third,
such journalists’ safety model decreases public faith in
media, as media no longer can be said to play the role of
a watchdog.

Although studies in the last fewyears show that being
a local journalist in a conflict area is the most dangerous
position, the role of local fixers is still under-researched.
This is the topic of Kiyya Baloch and Kenneth Andresen’s
(2020) article. As a backbone of reporting in war and con-
flicts, fixers are an essential component to the foreign
correspondent in conflict zones. Based on data from in-
terviews with local fixers and journalists in Pakistan, the
article exposes the many security problems for local fix-
ers. It also shows that the fixers’ rights and interests are
not guarded by media organizations or the government.
Fixers increasingly face censorship by the security agen-
cies and death threats from the militants. The physical
threats to journalists in general and to fixers working in
militancy-hit areas of Pakistan have increased over the
years, and a number of fixers have lost their lives chas-
ing stories for the western media. This study discusses
the harsh realities fixers face in the conflict zones of
Pakistan where international press lack access due to in-
creasing restrictions imposed by the government, and
violence perpetrated against media workers by Islamic
State, Taliban, and Baloch separatists.

Samiksha Koirala’s (2020) article “Female Journalists’
Experience of Online Harassment: A Case Study of Nepal”
examines the experiences of women journalists in Nepal
in the context of a rapidly growing expansion of the in-
ternet. By examining the findings of qualitative in-depth
interviews, the article argues that online platforms are
threatening press freedom in Nepal, mainly by silenc-
ing women journalists. The study also indicates that the
problem is particularly severe in a patriarchal society
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such as Nepal, as a significant number of incidents of
abuse go unreported, largely because of the culture of
shame and ineffective legislation. The findings show that
some of the women journalists experiencing harassment
tolerate the harassment by being “strong like a man,”
while many of them stay away from social media plat-
forms to avoid the abuse. The article suggests that in-
dividual efforts to tackle the vicious issue like misogyny
might not be enough; and collective efforts from legisla-
tion of media organisations to empowerment of feminist
movements are required to address the issue.

The need to elevate individual attacks to a structural
level is also the concern of the next article. Trond Idås,
Kristin Skare Orgeret, and Klas Backholm (2020) discuss
sexual harassment among Norwegian journalists as a di-
mension of safety of journalists in the times of the global
#MeToo movement. Through a study focusing on sex-
ual harassment among media workers, the article inves-
tigates the extent and types of sexual harassment expe-
rienced by the editorial staff in Norwegian newsrooms,
and what effect such kind of experiences might have
on their professional life. The article discusses sexual
harassment through three interrelated questions: What
is the extent of sexual harassment against journalists?
What may coping strategies be? And from the perspec-
tive of safety of journalists—how can the newsrooms be
better prepared to fight sexual harassment? The results
show that female, young, and temporary media workers
are significantly more targeted than others. The findings
feed into a discussion of what strategies media houses
can use in order to be better prepared in the fight against
sexual harassment.

One way to prepare journalists themselves to face
the increased dangers of the profession is through safety
training courses designed to provide journalists with
guidance to assess risk and mitigate them. In the arti-
cle “Reconsidering Journalists’ Safety Training,” Marte
Høiby and Mariateresa Garrido V. (2020) ask whether
content of such training and guidance is informed by
actual threats and risks relevant for journalists working
in the field. Through an evaluation of five safety train-
ing documents, they identify various aspects of safety
addressed in training offered to locally and internation-
ally deployed journalists. They find that the trainings and
manuals to some extent address specific variations in
context, but that detailed attention towards gender dif-
ferences in risk and other personal characteristics are not
given equivalent weight. They recommend that address-
ing journalistic practice and personal resources is funda-
mental to all journalist safety training since it is at the per-
sonal, practical, and media organisational levels that the
mitigation encourage by these trainings can happenedd.

The two last articles of the thematic issue discuss the
way forward for monitoring the safety of journalists glob-
ally as a means to prevent attacks on the communicative
functions of journalism. In his article, Guy Berger (2020)
highlights the potential for increased andmore standard-
ised monitoring of the safety of journalists in the light of

the specific indicator that has been agreed by the UN as
part of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The
indicator concerned treats the safety of journalists as a
benchmark for tracking progress on SDG target 16.10,
which specifies “public access to information and funda-
mental freedoms” as a development aspiration. The ar-
ticle argues that inclusion of this indicator in the SDGs
provides a universally legitimated frameworkwith strong
catalytic potential and that this holds a promise of im-
proved, more comparative, and increased research out-
put. The results of new research stimulated by this de-
velopment, particularly at country level, could have real
impact on the safety of journalists.

The very last article by Jackie Harrison, Diana
Maynard, and Sara Torsner (2020) also highlights the SDG
indicator 16.10.1 as an important monitoring agenda for
the global recording of violations against journalists. The
article argues that the need for extensive collection of
data on violations against journalists also raises a num-
ber of methodological challenges: the lack of conceptual
consistency; the lack of methodological transparency;
the need for sophisticated data categorization and dis-
aggregation to enable data to be merged from different
sources; the need to establish links to understand causal
and temporal relations between people and events; and
the need to explore and utilize previously untapped data
sources. Suggesting a way forward to further strengthen
the monitoring of SDG 16.10.1, the article proposes to
develop a robust and reliable events-based methodol-
ogy and a set of tools which can facilitate the monitor-
ing of the full range of proposed 16.10.1 categories of
violations, reconcile data from multiple sources in or-
der to adhere to the established category definitions,
and to further disaggregate the proposed 16.10.1 cat-
egories to provide more in-depth information on each
instance of a violation. This, they argue, will ultimately
contribute towards better understanding of the contex-
tual circumstances and processes producing aggressions
against journalists.
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Abstract
Themedia play an essential role of informing andmobilising voters as well as facilitating a two-way communication process
between citizens and those vying for electoral offices during elections. This allows citizens to get information on various
issues from the contenders, which largely informs their electoral decisions. In most less democratic societies however,
this media function is increasingly becoming difficult to fulfil due to challenges journalists encounter during electoral pro-
cesses. Using Uganda’s last general elections in 2016 as a case study, this article discusses the safety of journalists during
elections basing on findings from a bigger study on the media coverage of the 2016 elections, supplemented by in-depth
interviews with 10 journalists who covered the elections. In addition, the analysis makes reference to the 2016 Uganda
Press Freedom Index. Findings of this research show that journalists face more safety and security risks during elections
particularly perpetuated by state security agencies. Compared to previous elections, the 2016 elections also recorded
the highest number of victims who were female journalists. This article highlights key challenges journalists face during
elections, which include: state harassment and intimidation, arrest of those considered critical to the state, and denial of
access to important information. Due to concerns of their own safety, journalists have responded to the insecure work en-
vironment by engaging in self-censorship, thereby giving biased or limited information to the public. The article identifies
gaps that media development agencies can help to close if the media are to play their rightful role in a democratic society,
especially during the electoral process.
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1. Introduction

The ‘responsibility to protect’ and ‘the responsibility
to report,’ profoundly implicate journalists in the prac-
tice of their craft and the conduct of civil societies
around the world. They should be seen as indivisible,
mutually constitutive, and implicate us all in the con-
duct and safeguarding of journalists. The protection
of journalists and their responsibility to report in and
from dangerous places, in violent times, cannot there-

fore be simply seen as amatter to do with ‘journalists’
or, even more broadly, as simply being about ‘journal-
ism.’ Ultimately it is a matter for all of us, as it reaches
deep inside the conduct of human affairs in global so-
ciety. (Cottle, 2017, p. 29)

The above statement gives the context within which this
article is premised. The safety of journalists as they carry
out their ‘responsibility to report’ is no longer a con-
cern of individual nation states, but is now a global con-
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cern, whereby the international community is obliged to
come to the defence of journalists’ safety, thus warrant-
ing evoking the global ‘responsibility to protect’ (R2P)
journalists. The commitment of states to free speech and
press freedom has been found deficient and the verdict
according to Sarikakis (2017) is that “states have failed
to provide for the consistent and systematic protective
measures for journalists” (p. 119). This failure can partly
account for the increase in numbers of journalists killed
every year, especially in wars and conflicts (Cottle, 2017;
Orgeret, 2016b, 2016c; UNESCO, 2018a). The global
trends and endemic conflicts have contributed to posi-
tioning journalists at increased risk and in harm’s way
(Cottle, 2017). Although there are a few safe havens,
Sarikakis (2017) observes that even in stable democra-
cies, journalists remain vulnerable and conditions for
journalism and free expression can deteriorate surpris-
ingly fast.

The principle of the R2P was originally meant to
be protection of citizens against genocide, war crimes,
ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity, taken
as a responsibility of the state, with the international
community intervening if the state failed. However, this
has expanded to the R2P potential victims to mass
atrocities and people suffering from avoidable catastro-
phe (Bellamy, 2010; Global Centre for the R2P, 2015;
International Commission on Intervention and State
Sovereignty, 2001). Due to the increasing number of jour-
nalists facing security and safety threats, this has war-
ranted evoking the R2P beyond individual states to the
international community.

Mirza (2009) rightly points out that although there
is little evidence that supports the existence of a global
public sphere, there is no question that globalising
trends are made possible with the help of media at
both the domestic and international level. Thus, it is
difficult to de-link R2P journalists as a local state man-
date to the responsibility of the international commu-
nity. Indeed, organizations like UNESCO, Reporters Sans
Frontiers, Committee for the Protection of Journalists,
International Crisis Group, and others, have been actively
engaged in advancing initiatives for the security and pro-
tection of journalists globally. The situation is particu-
larly delicate where journalists have to report from con-
flict or war zones. The fact that journalists are often per-
secuted, threatened or harmed during conflicts, affects
their ability to report freely (Frere, 2011; Orgeret, 2016a).
There is a trend of increased use of second-hand informa-
tion through wire services, which information is some-
times difficult to interpret to be relevant to local audi-
ences (Høiby & Ottosen, 2016). When considering safety
of journalists, the mind often ponders about killings. As
Torsner (2017) explains, while the killings of journalists
can be described as the most serious manifestation of
danger, there exists a whole range of different types of
risks that impact the safety of journalists. These risks of-
ten relate to the nature of certain forms of journalism—
such as critique of vested interests or views, exposure

of corruption, or reporting on conflict that they may be-
come targets of attack.

Emphasising the vital rolemedia play, Ronning (2016)
contends that “there is no doubt that the press plays a
critical role in all societies, particularly in defending and
promoting democracy and citizens’ right to be informed
and to debate” (p. 44). Apart frommedia providing infor-
mation to citizens, another key core societal role is “to
discover illegal actions and protect people from corrup-
tion through their watchdog function” (Orgeret, 2016a,
p. 15). Sincewe getmost of our information andwhatwe
know from the media, including social media, the jour-
nalists who are largely responsible for the media output,
have a key role to play in any society.

The right to access information presupposes that
journalists operate in a conducive safe environment,
where they can provide citizens with relevant informa-
tion that enables them to make informed decisions.
However, journalists often face challenges and leave out
certain information that can pose security and safety
threats to them.

Nohrstedt (2016) regrets that the challenges faced by
journalists in war and conflict zones are not problema-
tised by mainstream media, so the general public is un-
informed about the risks to freedom of information and
concludes that “from a democratic point of view, this is a
very dangerous situation” (p. 163), or what he terms as a
“muted democracy.” Echoing the same fears, a UNESCO
(2018a) report observes that “imprisonment of journal-
ists for their legitimate work not only fosters a culture of
self-censorship but also impinges on the broader rights
of society to obtain information” (p. 148). Of particular
interest in this article is the period of elections. During
this time, the media and journalists are supposed to pro-
vide a platform for contenders to reach the electorate. In
the same way, through the media, the electorate receive
information from contenders, which the voters base on
to make their electoral decisions.

The purpose of this article is to examine the safety
of journalists in the course of their work in Uganda, giv-
ing special focus to the time of elections. During the
pre-election campaigns, at election time and immediate
post-election period, there is much tension due to con-
testation of power as stakes are high, with various con-
tenders trying to win elective positions in government.
Sparks (2011) views media as valuable assets and argues
that winning political power allows a person to influence
the stories covered and the way they are covered. He
states that this can be exemplified by the high degree
of media politicisation in many countries that is a re-
flection of the belief that control of the media improves
chances of holding onto political power, given media’s
utility especially in competitive struggles, be they eco-
nomic or political.

For this article, we consider a political struggle with
the analysis based on a bigger study on election cover-
age in East Africa, using the 2016 Uganda elections as
a case study. Media being the major channel through
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which people within the country and beyond get to
knowwhat is happening during election time, it is impor-
tant to analyse and document the kind of work environ-
ment that journalists operate in, as relates to their safety
and security.

To put the analysis into perspective, the article first
gives an overview of the broader global picture on the
safety of journalists.

2. Safety and Security of Journalists at the Global Level

When examining the R2P journalists by the international
community, it is important to recognise the changed
media landscape and the concepts of both ‘interdepen-
dence’ and ‘globalisation,’ which have promoted geo-
graphical closeness or cultural proximity that has facili-
tated media to cross borders to create global media sys-
tems (Mirza, 2009). This implies that the safety of jour-
nalists has to be considered at the local, regional, and
the global levels.

Generally, the security and safety threats to journal-
ists have had a negative impact on the way newsrooms
operate. In their investigation on security of journalists,
Høiby and Ottosen (2016) found that editors were re-
luctant to send reporters to conflict zones or on “high-
risk assignments in regions affected by political tension”
(p. 190), and when they did, they kept them out for
a short time, meaning there were fewer first hand ob-
servations. They argue that this led to degraded qual-
ity and quantity of information from wars and conflict
areas, which impacted society at the local and interna-
tional level. Ntulume (2016) echoes similar observations
after her analysis of the Ugandan army intervention in
the South Sudan conflict, where she finds that most of
the news coverage was a reproduction of the leadership
standpoint, with few challenging voices explaining that
“journalists seemed to tread carefully appearing to pre-
fer to run with information officials provided, than nav-
igate uncertain territory” (p. 58). The same experience
is shared by Skjerdal (2013) after his study of journalism
practice in Ethiopia, where he found that there was a cul-
ture of self-censorship and discourses of fear in the news-
rooms with journalists producing and reproducing a sub-
servient reporting style. These observations tally with
those of Sparks (2011), who concludes after his study
on South African media that media were very far from
the ideal of neutral and objective journalism. However,
most times these imbalances are brought about by fac-
tors beyond the journalists’ control, having more to do
with the work environment they operate in. In this arti-
cle, we explore the different threats to journalists’ safety
in the course of performing their work professionally.

UNESCO is one of the agencies working towards en-
hancing press freedom and they are regularly engaged in
monitoring the media as part of assessing developments
in the media industry worldwide. In a recent world re-
port that assessed among others, the physical, psycho-
logical, and digital safety of journalists, it was noted that

“trends remain extremely alarming” (UNESCO, 2018a,
p. 137). The report cites the case of 530 journalists who
were killed, with an average of two deaths per week be-
tween 2012 and 2016. In addition, the report points out
the high levels of impunity for crimes against journal-
ists, with only 10% of the 930 cases of death of journal-
ists between 2006–2016 being resolved, which means
that it was only in these cases where the perpetrators
of the crimes were brought to justice by a court of law.
Out of 930 cases that were registered, 33% were on-
going or unresolved. In at least 55% of the cases, there
was no information on judicial follow-up of investigations
(UNESCO, 2018a). Comparatively, Western Europe and
North America experienced a lesser degree of impunity
with 50% of the cases resolved, Africa had only 13% of
cases resolved, whereas the Arab states had the highest
level of impunity with only 2% of cases resolved. This im-
plies that there are still high levels of impunity of crimes
against journalists in most developing countries as most
of the cases either remain unresolved/ongoing or there
is no information on their judicial process.

3. Work Environment for Journalists in Uganda

Article 29 of the Ugandan Constitution generally guar-
antees the right to freedom of the media and expres-
sion. However, several studies show that the work en-
vironment for journalists in Uganda is very restrictive,
with journalists facing threats of violence, harassment,
intimidation, imprisonment, kidnap, and even death
(Foundation for Human Right Initiative [FHRI], 2016;
Human Rights Watch, 2016; Ssenoga, 2018; UNESCO,
2018b). These various forms of risk to the safety of jour-
nalists do not only limit access to information for citizens
but it has “a chilling effect on the ability of Ugandans
to critique the president and the government’s policies
or freely debate critical issues, such as governance and
corruption” (Human Rights Watch, 2016, p. 42). The vio-
lence can be viewed as part of an ongoing and system-
atic form of censorship designed to stifle freedom of the
press in Uganda (Ssenoga, 2018).

From one radio station (Radio Uganda) and one TV
station (UTV) in the 1960s, Uganda has 292 licensed ra-
dio stations spread country-wide and 33 operational tele-
vision stations, mainly in the capital Kampala (Uganda
Communications Commission, 2018). With this multiplic-
ity of broadcast stations, one can easily miss-construe
this as indicative of a flourishing democracy since citi-
zens ideally would have exposure to more media outlets
and better information access. However, this is not the
case for Uganda, as was noted in a 2016 pre-election re-
port by Human Rights Watch (2016). The report noted
that freedom of the press in Uganda was deceptive
explaining that while print journalists in the country’s
capital, Kampala, may enjoy some relative degree of
freedom, journalists outside Kampala—particularly radio
journalists upcountry broadcasting in local languages—
face challenges often in freely reporting on issues seem-
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ingly sensitive to the ruling party. The report further
noted that it was common for journalists and station
managers to face threats of suspension or dismissal for
providing the opposition with a platform, while radio sta-
tions faced the threat of closure. Such threats to journal-
ists tend to entrench the culture of self-censorship.

Like the previous regimes, the current government
has reacted towards what is deemed as hostile or sub-
versive media coverage the same way as the colonial ad-
ministration that tolerated no criticisms (Bichachi, 2013).
All this done under the pretext of having a “controlled
Press as a necessity to preserve national security and
unity” (Sekeba, 2016, p. 147). A challenge that journal-
ists face sometimes is the dual loyalty between the pro-
fessional demands and calls for nationalism or loyalty to
the nation. Skjerdal (2013) describes this situation as hav-
ing competing loyalties, but points out that these are not
static but are more often shifting loyalties that involve
dilemmas when dealing with issues considered sensitive,
leading to self-censorship.

In a survey that among others assessedUgandan jour-
nalists’ perception of their work environment, 77% re-
spondents revealed that they were intensely harassed
and 23% said they were not. The survey also showed
thatmost journalists faced these security risks relating to
their work personally as their media houses often don’t
have policies to address them. For 80% of the journalists,
their media houses had no policies for safety, while only
20% had some policies (UNESCO, 2018b). Due to fear
for their personal safety, journalists have taken on self-
censorship, rather than to risk the wrath of government
and security agencies if reporting on issues considered
‘sensitive.’ As noted by Ssenoga (2018), journalists in
Uganda have borne the brunt of censorship for decades.

The harassment and violence are not only experi-
enced by local journalists but also by foreign correspon-
dents. One such incident was when a Reuters photojour-
nalist, James Akena, who was covering demonstrations
demanding for the release of Robert Kyagulanyi (also
known as Bobi Wine), a member of the Ugandan par-
liament and a musician, was beaten, and the video of
his beating went viral on social media. President Yoweri
Museveni, “tried to explain away the attack saying that
it was a case of mistaken identity that the journalist had
been mistaken for a camera thief” (Ssenoga, 2018).

It has been noted that while journalists operate un-
der threats daily, the fear to express oneself freely is
more pertinent during periods of political contestation
or controversy, and restrictions and threats are more
pronounced during this time (Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung &
fesmedia Africa, 2016). When considering the safety of
journalists, particular focus is made to journalists cover-
ing conflicts of various dimensions includingwars, armed
conflict, situations of political instability, riots, demon-
strations, crisis or tension situations, and election peri-
ods. This is a genuine concern as Orgeret (2016c) reveals
in her study on challenges of war and conflict coverage.
She notes that an increasing number of journalists world-

wide have encountered violent aggression while cover-
ing civil unrest and demonstrations and some have been
killed in the process, which has resulted in an increase of
coverage gaps and a growing culture of self-censorship
within the media and society. Høiby and Ottosen (2016)
came up with similar findings in their study, observing
that the security situation for reporters in conflict zones
had deteriorated greatly. The duo concludes that “it is
evident that there is a close link between lack of secu-
rity and self-censorship” (Høiby &Ottosen, 2016, p. 183),
adding that the increasing problem of impunity has an
impact on freedom of expression on a global scale.

Another area of particular concern for the safety of
journalists is during investigative reporting. Often times,
the people being investigated are influential individuals
in government, holding leadership positions in society or
with big businesses. These types of people sometimes
threaten journalists who try to expose them in themedia.
Criminal networks are prepared to use extreme violence
to contain and control public information and investiga-
tions that threaten their interests. Sometimes journalists
become targets or indirect victims when seeking to re-
port on such injustices (Cottle, 2017). A case in point is an
investigative journalist, Solomon Serwanjja, who was do-
ing an investigative story for NBS Television on big shots
sellingmedical drugs thatwere supposed to be free to pa-
tients in government hospitals.Whenword leaked about
the story, a hunt started for him. After failing to trace his
whereabouts, police picked his wife from their home and
the journalist had to come out of hiding before his wife
could be released (Yiga, 2019). This demonstrates how
threats may go beyond the journalists and affect their
families too.

Similar to what takes place in other countries where
violence is meted out to both male and female jour-
nalists, female journalists in Uganda also experience
another dimension of this through sexual harassment,
which discourages upcoming female journalists. In ad-
dition, female journalists are more exposed in conflict
settings that are usually dominated by men and this
makes them more vulnerable (Orgeret, 2016a). While
there are slightly more females than males in the jour-
nalism training institutions in Uganda, the newsrooms
are male dominated and journalism is still seen as a
‘masculine’ job. A study by the Uganda Media Women
Association that assessed women’s participation in the
print media found that only an average 20% women are
involved in print media journalism (World Association
for Christian Communication, & UgandaMediaWomen’s
Association, 2015).

A challenge to women covering conflict or wars that
Orgeret (2016b, 2016c) identified was the need to have
an awareness of cultural norms and practices especially
when it comes to how to deal with sources in the field,
who would perceive the journalist in her professional ca-
pacity and as a woman. The female journalists she in-
terviewed said that they had to develop a situational
awareness to be able to recognise certain conversations
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deemed inappropriate and sometimes eye contact that
could be construed as flirting. These experiencesmaynot
apply to the male journalists.

In the next section we present the methodology ap-
plied to collect data used in this article followed by the
findings of the study.

4. Methodology

The analysis in this article is based on findings from a
bigger research project that assessed the press coverage
of elections in East Africa’s one-party dominant states
of Uganda and Tanzania. (Walulya, 2018). In addition to
the primary data from the field research, the article sup-
plements this with findings from the 2016 Uganda Press
Freedom Index produced by the Human Rights Network
for Journalists—Uganda (HRNJ-U). Findings from the
above two sources were further supplemented by key in-
formant interviews with a purposively selected sample
of 10 journalists, who covered the 2016 elections, out of
about 60 journalists who reported on the elections. We
chose only 10 journalists because we wanted to extract
in-depth narratives from these journalists. Moreover,
this was in addition to data from a bigger study that also
involved interviewing all categories of journalists who
covered elections. Of the 10 journalists, five were broad-
cast journalists while five were print journalists. Seven
of the 10 journalists were male while three were female.
This is because Uganda has more male than female jour-
nalists, especially the ones covering politics. The exact
number of journalists in Uganda is not known because
of lack of an umbrella organisation that can register jour-
nalists across the country, but conservative estimates
put the number at around 1,000. This study targeted
only journalists who covered the 2016 elections on a
regular basis rather than those who wrote one-off sto-
ries about elections. This was aimed at getting journal-
ists with a wealth of experience in reporting elections.
To identify these journalists, we conducted a content
analysis of newspapers and reviewed radio and TV news-
casts that happened during elections to ascertain who
the reporters were. In cases where it was not easy to ver-
ify which reporters had reported certain stories, editors
guided us to the right reporters. The selected journalists
belonged to both the state-owned media and privately
owned media houses.

We used a semi-structured interview guide to ask the
journalists about their experiences during the coverage
of elections. On the basis of responses we received from
the interviewees, we often probed whenever points of
interest were mentioned. All interviews were conducted
at the journalists’ places of work for purposes of conve-
nience. Interviews lasted between 15 to 38 minutes de-
pending on howmuch information the sources were will-
ing to share with us. Due to the sensitivity of issues our
sources discussed with us, we agreed that we shall not
make specific descriptions that may lead to their iden-
tification as this could culminate into reprisals such as

dismissals. Interviews were transcribed and analysed to
identify the themes that emerged.

The HRNJ-U Press Index Report that was used to sup-
plement the qualitative data was compiled basing on re-
ports HRNJ-U received from journalists during 2016 plus
cases of media freedom violations that were reported
in the media. Other information of unreported cases
was acquired through interviewing journalists in differ-
ent newsrooms, both print and electronic across the
country. It should be noted that although the election
campaign period takes approximately 90 days in Uganda,
the compilation of this report is based on events of a full
calendar year. This is because election activities are not
only restricted to the official campaign period. The ex-
tended period helped in capturing media freedom viola-
tion incidents before, during, and shortly after elections.

5. Findings

5.1. Forms of Media Freedom Violations during Elections

During the 2016 election year, HRNJ-U recorded 135
cases of infringement on the right of journalists to re-
port. Most of these cases were assault on journalists by
both state and non-state actors (HRNJ-U, 2016). Due to
the severity of the nature of assaults, some victims had
to stay away from work as they nursed the wounds occa-
sioned on them. Unfortunately, many of the journalists
in Uganda are freelancers and have nomedical insurance.
This means that in crisis situations like these, they are un-
able to work and sometimes they are also unable to take
care of their medical bills.

It is important to note that assault of journalists is
not only done by the state security agencies. In a charged
election atmosphere, some ordinary citizens also assault
journalists they regard as ‘biased’ against their candidate.
For example, in the middle of the presidential and parlia-
mentary elections campaigns on 22December 2015, sup-
porters of Jacob Oulanyah, the deputy speaker of parlia-
ment, beat up journalists covering opposition presiden-
tial candidate Kizza Besigye (FHRI, 2016). Other forms
of violation of media freedom include malicious arrest
and detention of journalists on trumped up charges.
Journalists were arrested whenever the police and the
army found them covering what is deemed as sensi-
tive issues. One such arrest happened in February 2016
shortly after the winner of the 2016 elections was an-
nounced. A female TV reporter, Bahati Remmy, was ar-
rested while reporting live on air. The arrest happened
near the home of the leading opposition candidate, Kizza
Besigye, who was then under house arrest, as the re-
porter further explains:

Journalism is not a crime. It’s a public good. Our only
crime is, we have the courage to tell stories the way
they are…As you can see, we have been arrested by
police and they are taking us away to an unknown des-
tination. (HRNJ-U, 2016, p. 44)
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Sometimes journalists face more than one form of free-
dom violation. They are sometimes arrested and at the
same time assaulted during and after arrest, as the same
journalist further narrated.

I was covering a story at the home of Besigye, when
police arrested and detained me at Kasangati police
station. While in the police van, I was beaten and
my hair was pulled by police officers inside the van.
My cameraman Badebye Godfrey was also hit on the
head and he is in severe pain. I was treated in a very
inhumane way, even when I surrendered, the police-
men kept pushing me around. (HRNJ-U, 2016, p. 44)

The above case is not an isolated incident because
many more journalists were arrested mainly by police in
other incidents. For example, NTV cameraman Abubaker
Zirabamuzaale and reporter Suhail Mugabi were thrown
onto a waiting police van while other remaining journal-
ists like Eriasa Mukiibi Sserunjogi of Daily Monitor and
Abubaker Lubowa were harassed by police while waiting
to cover a meeting between two opposition candidates
(FHRI, 2016). Other journalists who were arrested while
covering elections include two BBC journalists who were
arrested while filming Abim Hospital in North Eastern
Uganda, which was then in the spotlight for its dilapi-
dated state after a visit by an opposition candidate Kizza
Besigye. The two journalists were later released without
any charge (The Observer, 2016).

Another common form of media freedom violation
that happens during elections is denial of access to in-
formation or news sources. During election campaigns,
security officers sometimes screen journalists and deny
access to those they consider to be reporting about the
candidate in a critical manner as one journalist explains:

I wrote a story documenting all the times that the
president [Yoweri Museveni] had campaigned past
6pm, which was the time that the electoral commis-
sion guidelines set for all campaigns to end.When the
story was published, the next day I was told to leave
the president’s campaign trail under the pretext that
they no longer had slots in their convoy for some of us.
(Personal communication, Reporter A, April 10, 2019)

Apart from this incident, NTV journalists were also de-
nied access to incumbent Yoweri Museveni rallies for re-
fusing to use campaign video footage produced by the
candidate’s media team in their news bulletins. In other
cases, candidates incited the public against some media
houses by alleging that they were biased against them.
For example, in the middle of the 2016 campaigns, re-
porters who were covering opposition candidate Kizza
Besigye from the government owned New Vision news-
paper, told us during interviews that they were forced
to remove the newspaper company name and branded
materials from the vehicle they were travelling in for fear
of being attacked bymobs loyal to the candidate. This fol-

lowed constant claims by the candidate that this newspa-
per and its subsidiaries were negatively reporting about
him. The candidate had also asked his supporters to boy-
cott buying New Visionmedia products.

Another common form of media freedom violation
during election periods, is themalicious damage, stealing
and confiscation of journalists’ working tools. This nor-
mally takes place during scuffles and arrests of journalists.
When a journalist is found taking pictures or filming inci-
dents, the police can break the camera using the same
clubs they use to assault journalists. In some cases they
can confiscate cameras as crime evidences but journalists
sometimes never get back their equipment again. There
are also cases when the security compels journalists to
delete pictures and videos that capture security forces
violating the rights of people during elections. There
have also been suspicious robberies at hotels where jour-
nalists stay during election campaigns. Some leads into
these robberies have indicated that they could be mo-
tivated by the desire to stop journalists from working
rather than the need to take the equipment for other use.

5.2. Perpetrators of Media Freedom Violations

As indicated in the above section, in Uganda, the police
that should be charged with protecting journalists is at
the same time the leading violator of the rights of jour-
nalists. As Table 1 indicates, 61% of all incidents of media
freedom violation recorded in 2016 were committed by
the police. Themajority of these cases were the rampant
arrests and assault of journalists. The main reason why
the police interfere with the work of journalists, espe-
cially during elections is because journalists expose the
police’s biased tendencies by protecting supporters of
the incumbent presidential candidate while suppressing,
assaulting, and dispersing opposition supporters.

Another major source of media freedom violation
during elections are the members of the public (commu-
nity) accounting for 17% of all cases reported in 2016.
During an election year, attacks on journalists by ordi-
nary people tend to escalate due to the emotions and
tension that run high during election periods.Most of the
assaults by the public against journalists have happened
during scuffles. These assaults are normally a product of
accusations of biases against a particular section of jour-
nalists. As mentioned earlier, some of these acts have
taken place after candidates inciting the public against
some sections of the media. A worrying trend in Uganda
is that during every election, leading political parties as-
semble some form of militias (paramilitary groups) that
sometimes descend on journalists and other people be-
lieved to be opposing their candidate to assault them
(Mwanje, 2010)

5.3. Self-Censorship during Elections

On the basis of the above-mentioned forms and sources
of media freedom violations, many journalists have re-
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Table 1. Perpetrators of media freedom violations.

Perpetrator Type of actor No. of violations reported Percentage

1. Uganda Police Force State 83 61%
2. Community members Non state 24 17%
3. Employer/Radio management Non state 8 6%
4. Members of parliament Quasi state 5 3.7%
5. Judiciary State 3 2.2%
6. Private security guards Non state 3 2.2%
7. Uganda Peoples’ Defense Forces State 2 1.5%
8. Resident District Commissioners State 3 2.2%
9. Political party (NRM) Quasi state 2 1.5%

10. Local Council members State 1 0.7%
11. Uganda Prison Services State 1 0.7%

TOTAL 135 100%

Source: HRNJ-U (2016).

sorted to self-censorship as a strategy to stay safe
while covering elections. One of the major causes of
self-censorship among journalists covering elections in
Uganda is the practice of embedding with candidates.
The main presidential candidates normally hire press
vans that carry journalists that travel alongside the can-
didate. Because of this proximity, the journalists’ pro-
fessional judgment sometimes gets corrupted as one re-
porter explains:

I have found that sometimes when journalists are em-
bedded with candidates for a long time, they begin to
behave as if they are an extension of the candidate’s
campaign machinery, which sometimes leads to self-
censorship. One person with whom I reported on the
Besigye campaign in 2015–2016 eventually ended up
becoming his personal assistant. Others with whom
I reported on Museveni’s campaign either became
RDCs [Resident District Commissioners], official State
House photographers, or media and communications
assistants at the president’s office. (Personal commu-
nication, Reporter B, April 10, 2019)

The above view was shared by another journalist who
noted that when you are embedded with President
Museveni’s campaign team, you are given instructions on
what you have to do and if you do not comply with the
instructions, they drop you off the campaign trail. One of
such instructions is that you must portray the president
in a positive light byway of indicating in the story and the
pictures that the candidate drew huge crowds wherever
he went to campaign.

There are stories you come across but you cannot
write them. For example, one time the President’s
car knocked a child dead but no journalist wrote that
story because it was dangerous. In another incident,
President’s motorcade knocked three people dead
but still no one ran that story. Even if I had written

that story, it would still not come out because I work
for a newspaper partly owned by the government.
(Personal communication, Reporter C, April 15, 2019)

In other cases, journalists self-censor information con-
cerningmatters such as police and army brutality against
civilians and bribing of voters because they are embed-
ded with candidates. Other information that may be cen-
sored by journalists include off-the-record conversations
that you are unlikely to refer to while doing your stories
because the source did not authorise you to use the in-
formation. If you go ahead and use that information nev-
ertheless, you are likely to lose access to more insider in-
formation at a later stage of the campaign process. The
campaign teams also use access to their candidate as a
weapon to kill certain stories. Journalists who are more
objective are denied access to the candidate until they
‘shape up’ while those who tow the party line can inter-
view the candidate as and when they wish.

As evident in the above analysis, both journalists
working for government-owned media and those from
private media face challenges when it comes to report-
ing the truth. Government-owned media houses are ex-
pected to write stories that glorify the incumbent pres-
ident. Reporters have to relay what the president says
in campaigns no matter whether it is the same promise
he has made in the last three elections as another re-
porter explains:

The [media owner’s] influence is big because you
don’t have free latitude to write what you may have
wanted because you know that if you took a cer-
tain angle, it [the story] would not run; they would
even tell you to change it. There is one time I was in
AruawhenBesigye said thatMuseveni had turned this
country into a family project and I finished writing the
story. When it reached New Vision newsroom, they
called me and directed, “change the angle.” (Personal
communication, Reporter D, April 20, 2016)
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The other major cause of self-censorship relates to the
economic survival ofmedia houses. During elections,ma-
jor presidential and parliamentary candidates advertise
withmedia houses. These advertisements become an un-
written contract between the candidate and the media
house against critical stories. Government bodies that
are usually the biggest advertisers tend to spend a lot of
money around this time especially in supplements that
show what the incumbent has accomplished. This is in-
tended to solicit favourable coverage for the incumbent:

In many cases candidates that advertise with the me-
dia are given glowing coverage and are less scruti-
nised. This, in my view is a form of self-censorship.
Secondly institutions like Electoral Commission that
manage elections also spend a lot of money on ad-
vertisement, therefore insulating themselves against
critical coverage. I remember during the 2011 cam-
paigns, theministry of Public Service gave our newspa-
per a one-off advert worth about 120 million shillings
[$32,000]. They insisted that a lead story [related
to the advert] be written. The newspaper manage-
ment complied. (Personal communication, Reporter E,
April 15, 2019).

6. Conclusion: Implications of Self-Censorship on the
Credibility of Journalism and Democracy

The restrictive working environment for journalists in
Uganda has serious consequences for the growth and rel-
evancy of journalism to society aswell as democratic rule.
The profession continues to be unattractive tomany jour-
nalists and aspiring journalists partly because of lack of
freedom to report. As a result, more experienced journal-
ists continue to leave the profession in search of greener
pastures in NGOs and government agencies.

The continued self-censorship of election news
means that citizens go to vote on the basis of biased in-
formation. In terms of democracy, this presents a worri-
some situation when you have a media system that can-
not hold leaders accountable. As Frere (2011, p. 246) has
noted, if journalists are not free to report, neither can the
electoral process be viewed as free. The infringement on
the right to report remains a stumbling block in the way
of citizens’ right to access information and an obstacle
to free and fair elections. Journalists require access to
important information to adequately perform the watch-
dog function.

The harassment of journalists and preventing them
from accessing some news sources as well as commer-
cial considerations narrow their reporting scope, even-
tually leading to unbalanced information as a result of
self-censorship. Due to threats and violence highlighted
in this article, a sense of fear continues to engulf the me-
dia sector that causes reporters to tread with caution.

For a country to enjoy ranking among those with
democratic rule, it is not enough to claimobservance and
respect for press freedom, but these must be seen to

be actively guarded. This extends to journalists’ safety,
which is taken as a pre-condition for free expression and
freemedia (Orgeret, 2016c) and “limiting the principle of
free expression in all media is tantamount to undermin-
ing democracy” (Ronning, 2016, p. 43). In Uganda, there
tends to be more of lip-service to this than actual visi-
ble commitment. Speaking from his experience as a for-
merManaging Editor of SundayMonitor, Bichachi (2013),
points out that although the state in Uganda might ap-
pear ambivalent many times, ultimately it remains one
of the biggest challenge to media freedom. He argues
that although the National Resistance Movement gov-
ernment may not appear outright hostile to the media
like the previous regimes, the paranoia over the media
has not been any less. So as Ronning (2016) reasons, the
claim that one feels offended by somemedia is not a rea-
son to limit tolerance or free speech arguing that “to limit
this fundamental right is to undermine the very principle
of democracy” (p. 50). Thus, for countries like Uganda
that do not ensure safety of journalists, one can posit
that democracy is at stake.

While all citizens are entitled to enjoy their freedoms,
there is particular concern for journalists because of their
unique functions they perform in society. Once the free-
dom of journalists is violated, then freedoms of society
have also been violated. If journalists’ access to informa-
tion is restricted, then it is all society that suffers since
they are deprived of getting the information they need
to make informed decisions. Although national govern-
ments are expected to ensure a conducive work environ-
ment for journalists, due to working in a globalised me-
dia environment, the international community is also ex-
pected to carry out the R2P journalists globally.
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1. Introduction

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

2. The Safety of Journalists

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

4. Media Landscapes in Greece, Cyprus, and Spain

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

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

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

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

5. Methodology

5.1. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis and
Journalists

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

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

5.2. Participants

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

5.3. Procedure

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

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

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

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

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

5.4. Analysis

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

6. Results

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

Table 1. Participant information.

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

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

Age range 37–58 44–61 39–59

Mean age 49 51 47

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 1, Pages 15–26 19



points. The thematic structure of the analysis is displayed
in Table 2.

6.1. Influences of the Memoranda

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Table 2. Compositional structure of IPA themes.

Thematic Level Code Theme One Code Theme Two

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

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

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

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

6.2. Pressure Points

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

7. Conclusions

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Safety of journalists has context-specific meanings and
implications. For example, a journalist who is working at
the New York Times in the democratic USA will have dif-
ferent standards for safety (and its preservation) from a
journalist working in Rwanda or Pakistan where demo-
cratic institutes, norms, and cultures are under pressure.
In light of this basic presumption, we sought to find
out how Bangladeshi journalists define the concept of
“safety.” UNESCO (2019) conceptualizes the lack of safety
for journalists as “attacks on media professionals often
perpetrated in non-conflict situations by organized crime
groups, militia, security personnel, and even local police,
making local journalists among the most vulnerable.” It
says that these attacks include murder, abductions, ha-

rassment, intimidation, illegal arrest, and arbitrary deten-
tion (UNESCO, 2019).

According to Bertelsmann Stiftung, a think tank
based in Germany, Bangladesh is a new autocracy
(Schwarz, 2018). However, Riaz (2019) differs with this
view and argues that Bangladesh is a hybrid regime—a
regime that combines democratic traits (election) with
autocratic traits (severe political repression). In other
words, Bangladesh is not a country that respects demo-
cratic principles such as free speech, human rights,
and political equality. Within this political climate, the
government has made heavy investments in procur-
ing surveillance technology and employs various surveil-
lance techniques to thwart free thinkers and journalists
(Privacy International, 2018). As a result, the 2019World
Press Freedom Index placed Bangladesh at 150th out
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of 180 countries and Bangladesh is below Afghanistan
and Pakistan (Reporters Without Borders, 2019). The
Freedom in the World 2019 report said “journalists and
media outlets in Bangladesh face many forms of pres-
sure, including frequent lawsuits, harassment, and seri-
ous or deadly physical attacks” (Freedom House, 2019).
In addition, Human Rights Watch has noted repeated
abuse of “section 57 of the ICT Act to prosecute journal-
ists” (Human Rights Watch, 2018a). Section 57 of the ICT
Act authorizes prosecution of any person who publishes,
in electronic form, material that is defamatory and preju-
dices the image of the state or a person or causes or may
cause hurt to religious belief. A Bangladeshi think tank,
Article 19, notes that “in 2017, there were 76 incidents
of journalists facing charges under Section 57 of the ICT
Act, and in 2018 there have been more than 90 cases
brought against activists, media workers, and others”
(Article 19, 2018). In 2018, Bangladeshi editors formed
a human chain to protest another anti-free speech law
entitled the Digital Security Act. The law, called a “black
law” by many, could send anyone to prison for 7–14
years who “secretly records government officials or gath-
ers information from a government agency using a com-
puter or other digital device” and “spread(s) negative
propaganda about the country’s 1971 war of indepen-
dence and its founding leader Sheikh Mujibur Rahman”
(Mahmud, 2018b). Against this backdrop of increasing
surveillance and attacks on journalists by force and legal
means in a political climate that is not democratic, we in-
vestigate how Bangladeshi journalists define safety. On
the basis of our findings we will discuss safety issues for
journalists in the face of ever-expanding censorship, jour-
nalists’ reactions and defense against safety risks, and
how the public views the role of media in the country.

2. Framing the Problem of Safety and the Agency of
Journalists in a Hybrid Structure

Goffman has argued, “individuals cannot understand the
world fully and therefore actively classify and interpret
their life experiences to make sense of the world around
them” (Goffman, 1974, p. 24). The individual’s reaction
to sensory information therefore depends on schemes of
interpretation called “primary frameworks” (Scheufele,
2000). In short, framing theory underpins how an inter-
connected world can be subdivided through particular
frames that conceptualize or address an issue. Ajzen and
Fishbein (1980), Nelson, Clawson, and Oxley (1997), and
Chong and Druckman (2007) argue that framing starts
with a conventional expectancy value model of an indi-
vidual’s attitude toward an object or issue. The debate
about climate change is a good example in this regard. In
this debate there are groups and individuals who believe
that changes being observed in the climate are danger-
ous and therefore want to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sion, whereas there are groups and individuals who be-
lieve that climate change is a hoax and, therefore, that
there is no need for reducing greenhouse gas emission.

This debate demonstrates that individuals form attitudes
towards actions as a result of holding a set of beliefs
about climate change. The set of dimensions that affect
an individual’s evaluation of climate change constitutes
an individual’s “frame in thought” and their attitude to
the debate is considered to be a “framing effect” (Chong
& Druckman, 2007, p. 106). In our study, we will need
to decipher how journalists frame the problem of safety
in Bangladesh against the backdrop of the authority (the
state and media owners) systematically subverting free
media in Bangladesh. The relationship between journal-
ists and authority in the current age of the hybrid regime
is further explainable through agents and structure the-
ory because the frame in thought and framing effect in
any consideration of the safety of Bangladeshi journal-
ists is embedded in the power relationship between the
agency of journalists and the structure of their society,
i.e., the hybrid regime of Bangladesh.

Dowding (2008) argues that individual human beings
are agents and their behaviours and attitudes are shaped
and moulded by structures of their environment. In this
regard Dowding asserts that “both the social or institu-
tional rules and the interests of other people—will struc-
ture the behaviour of agencies of biological individuals”
(Dowding, 2008, p. 22). How journalists behave in order
to remain safe in the face of oppressive political institu-
tions is important to know. However, we should also rein-
force the fact that the attitudes of journalists confronting
the hybrid regime are conditional on the power relation-
ship between the agents (Bangladeshi journalists) and
structure (the hybrid regime; for more, see Bucholtz &
Hall, 2005, p. 607).

3. The Media Landscape of Bangladesh

Outlets for journalists have gone through a transition
in Bangladesh in the last few decades due to the emer-
gence of satellite televisions and the expansion of the
Internet. According to one estimate, in 2017 there were
2,320 newspapers, 1,781 online news sites, 72 radio sta-
tions, and 43 television channels in Bangladesh (Bour,
Frey, & Rahman, 2017, p. 23). Bour and colleagues also
note that there are 17,300 organized journalists work-
ing in Bangladesh (Bour et al., 2017). However, this ac-
count of the media landscape is not in accord with other
estimates, which claim that the total number of private
television stations operating in Bangladesh is 30 and the
total number of newspapers is 1,191(Azad, 2018; Islam
& Jahan, 2019). Despite this question about the precise
number of media outlets, it is plausible to conclude that
journalism and news are being disseminated through
diverse media channels in the country and that many
people are working as journalists. However, the quality
of journalism in Bangladesh is not encouraging. Elahi
(2013), on the basis of a survey of 333 journalists who
are based in Dhaka (capital of Bangladesh), in-depth in-
terviews, and focus group discussions, found that jour-
nalists’ ethical standards are poor and that many indulge
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in corrupt practices. Elahi also found that “some jour-
nalists and certain sectors of the media imposed self-
censorship because of journalists’ and editors’ personal
political bias or the media owner’s political position”
(Elahi, 2013, p. 197).

4. The Scope of This Study: Safety of Journalists
in Bangladesh

Safety of journalists has remained an understudied ter-
rain for scholars and practitioners. In 2014, with the
aim of filling this gap, UNESCO developed a ten-point re-
search agenda in line with the 2011 UN Plan of Action
on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity,
and called for journalists to cooperate with academic
scholars (Fadnes, Krøvel, & Orgeret, 2019, p. 2). That re-
search agenda included—“Rights-based issues; Conflict
issues; Societal issues; Legal issues; Practitioner issues;
Psychological issues; Economic issues; Digital issues;
Thematic issues; Educational issues” (Fadnes et al., 2019).
Before this push from UNESCO, it was “challenging to
examine the issue of safety due to the politically sensi-
tive features of the topic and the need to continuously
strive for consensuswithin amulti-national organization”
(Fadnes et al., 2019).

We have found three limitations in previous studies
of journalist safety. First, we found that most studies on
the safety of journalists stemmed out of conflict and re-
porting of war zones (Ashry, 2019; Aslam, 2015; Creech,
2018; Düsterhöft, 2013; Eide, Khalvatgar, & Shirzad, 2019;
Greppi, 2004; Høiby & Ottosen, 2017; Kim, 2010; Lisosky
& Henrichsen, 2009; Relly & Bustamante, 2014; Saboory
et al., 2017; Tumber, 2006). Journalists’ safety in stable
authoritarian or hybrid regimes like Bangladesh hardly
gets scholarly attention. Second, we found that the term
‘safety’ largely is limited to harassment, incarceration,
and bodily harms in the small number of scholarly papers
written about the safety of journalists in places that are
not war and conflict zones (Baker, 2016; Saboory et al.,
2017). Some articles talk about arrests of journalists and
attacks on news outlet offices (Diedong, 2016; Srinivasan,
2016). A few talk about safety issues that journalists
face in the virtual world (Barton & Storm, 2014; Çalışkan,
2019). However, very few talk about broader aspects of
journalists’ safety including the hazards associated with
journalists’ need to compromise objectivity in order to re-
main safe. Finally, in the Bangladeshi context, journalists’
safety is a neglected topic as well, as we found only three
papers addressing elements of safety of Bangladeshi jour-
nalists. For example, Akhter and Ullah (2014) examined
the safety issues of local correspondents when covering
natural disasters like cyclones, whereas Ahmed (2016)
studies the issue of self-censorship in the press. Islamand
Rahman (2016) investigated actors behind the suppres-
sion of freedom of the press.

As scholarship on the broader aspects of the safety
of journalists in Bangladesh is rare, we have surveyed an-
nual reports published from 2009–2019 from Reporters

Without Borders, FreedomHouse, and the Committee to
Protect Journalists. We found that these reports are also
limited to the conventional concept of journalist safety
as they highlight physical attacks, arrests, self-censorship,
murder, and laws restricting freedom of speech (for in-
stance, see Committee to Protect Journalists, 2009, p. 13,
2015, p. 7, 2017, p. 1, 2018, p. 21). It is our hope that by
expanding the paradigm of the safety of journalists we
will encourage scholars and practitioners to rethink the
issue of journalist safety in Bangladesh.

5. Research Design: The Method

We employ both qualitative and quantitative research
methods to understand how journalists conceptualize
safety issues, what techniques they use to remain safe
in the face of burgeoning efforts by the government to
control the media, and how the public reacts to journal-
ism. To understand how journalists define safety we sent
a qualitative, open-ended questionnaire to 30 former
and current journalists in October 2019. Among them, 23
replied. As we both had been journalists in Bangladesh,
we could, as Palinkas et al. (2015, p. 3) said “identify
and select individuals or groups of individuals that are
especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a
phenomenon of interest” for our purposive sampling
technique. Our questionnaire involved 19 questions (see
Supplementary File).

Our logic behind the framing of this questionnaire
was embedded in several factors. First, we contextual-
ized the questions based on the recent reports coming
out of Bangladesh about the status of the free press
and safety of journalists. Reporters without Borders re-
cently observed “serious press freedom violation” in the
country as mentioned in the beginning of this article.
For example, while covering the road safety movement
by Bangladeshi school children in 2018, five photojour-
nalists including one from the Associated Press were
severely beaten by men from the ruling party (The Daily
Star, 2018). A well-known photographer, Shahidul Alam,
was arrested and imprisoned for 100 days for offering
criticism about the government in an Al Jazeera TV in-
terview during the road safetymovement (Ahmed, 2018;
Laurent, 2018). Therefore, a key frame that dominates
our questionnaire is rooted in exploring connections be-
tween the suppressive nature of the regime and jour-
nalists’ perceptions about their safety (for example, see
Supplementary File, questions a to f). This approach is
also justified through agency and structure theory as
mentioned above, since we believe it is impossible to un-
derstand the agencies of journalists living in Bangladesh
without acknowledging that their agencies are molded,
shaped, and reshaped by the authoritarian political struc-
ture of Bangladesh. Following Schlosser (2015) we con-
sider agencies to be the capacity of journalists to act
as journalists and we again note that the concept of
safety is embedded within journalists’ agencies. As pre-
viously mentioned that professional bodies for measur-
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ing quality of democracy downgraded Bangladesh for be-
ing an authoritarian regime, we believe that the safety
of journalists working in Bangladesh is dependent on
the agents guarding the authoritarian government struc-
ture; hencewe have framed our questions in thismanner.
Finally, we followed Stanford University Professor Jon
Krosnick, who received a life-time achievement award
for outstanding research by the American Association
for Public Opinion Research, in choosing open-ended
questions. In his opinion “open ended questions prove
to be more reliable than closed questions and in lots
of different studies of validity, open questions prove to
be superior to closed questions” (Vannette & Krosnick,
2018, p. 443). Our selection of words in our open-ended
questions was “simple, direct and comprehensible” and
we avoided any jargon, as suggested by Vannette and
Krosnick (2018, p. 444).

To protect the safety of the journalists participating
in this research we did not record their names. Out of
the 23 respondents, 7 are no longer working as journal-
ists. Four of the ex-journalists said they switched jobs
out of insecurity, one said that he/she is teaching jour-
nalism now rather than working as a journalist, one said
he/she is pursuing higher studies, and one is now work-
ing as a social media strategist for a public relations com-
pany. Seven respondents said they had been journalists
for 20 to 30 years, 9 respondents said they had been
journalists for 10 to 20 years, and the experience range
of the rest of the respondents was between 3 and 10
years. Positions of the respondents in the journalism in-
dustry included: broadcast journalist, assignment editor,
sub-editor, diplomatic correspondent, social media co-
ordinator for news media, assistant editor, special cor-
respondent, executive editor, editorial assistant, news
editor, senior reporter, bureau chief of a foreign news
agency, editor, and news chief. We believe the diverse
background of our respondents in terms of their experi-
ence and positions are representative of the journalism
sector of Bangladesh. A drawback of our research, how-
ever, is that our sample is not free from gender bias, as
only three of the respondents are female. We further ac-
knowledge that our purposive sampling strategymay not
be free from bias as we only reached out to journalists
who we know. One difficulty that we encountered was
that in analyzing their responses we had to rethink our
own safety and carefully considerwhat towrite andwhat
not to write, who to name and who not to name.

Our social media content analysis was targeted at in-
vestigating peoples’ perceptions about Bangladesh’s me-
dia during a 2018 student movement for reforming the
quota system in government jobs (Mahmud, 2018a). The
government first used force to quash the protest. Against
that backdrop, student activists and supporters raised
questions about the fairness of the Bangladeshi media
in covering that event. Activists and students in favor of
the movement have accused the media of bias. In their
opinion, the media was protecting the interests of the
government when some of the news reports vilified lead-

ers of that studentmovement as Islamists andopposition
party activists.

A student platform called Sadharan Chhatra Adhikar
Sangrakshan Parishad (the platform for protecting rights
of general students) led that quota reform movement.
That platform has a Facebook group with 1,094,663
members. After joining the group, we searched group
posts and critical comments about media and journal-
ism. When we searched for the Bengali phrase Holud
Shangbadikota meaning “yellow journalism” in English
in the group, we found a total of 200 posts addressing
topic related to credibility of journalism. We have se-
lected 50 posts and comments and encoded them. We
only selected Facebook posts that appeared during the
2018 student movement as we wanted to understand
the public’s perception about themedia at this time. The
posts were categorized thematically based on the follow-
ing criteria: (a) accusing the media of presenting incor-
rect/false information about the movement; (b) accus-
ing the media of being biased towards the government;
(c) provided a personal narrative of the movement that
contradicted the media representation; (d) TV talk show
videos labelling student activists as Islamists and opposi-
tion activists; (e) photos demonstrating general accept-
ability of the movement among students while denounc-
ing media coverage. Posts were selected on the basis of
their popularity (at least 300 likes) and presence of com-
ments from other users (at least 100 comments).

A year after that movement, in 2019, we asked the
following twoquestions to the general public: (1) Towhat
extent do you think the news you read in Bangladeshime-
dia is true and accurate; and (2) to what extent do you
think the news about Bangladesh you read in foreignme-
dia is true and accurate?

We shared this survey on our Facebook pages in
September 2019 via a Google document and asked ran-
dom people to participate. Our questionnaire included
options to provide both open-ended and close—ended
answers, i.e., a respondent could mark “yes” or “no” and
there were options for them to write further. In total,
over a period of a week, 139 respondents filled out the
form. They came fromdiverse backgrounds including stu-
dent, teacher, businessperson, engineering professional,
physician, rights defender, information and communi-
cation technology professional, public relations profes-
sional, and government service worker.

6. Finding 1: Journalist Responses—Bodily Threats,
Psychological Threats, Digital Threats, and Censorship

An overwhelming majority of the journalists (21 out
of 23) identified physical threats including bodily harms
such as being arrest, imprisonment, and enforced dis-
appearance as key safety concerns. Psychological inse-
curity stems from living in constant fear of becoming a
victim of bodily harm, losing a job, or being bullied or
harassed by pro-government journalists. In the words of
a respondent:
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No one is safe in this country. The law enforcing agen-
cies could pick up anyone and enlist them as crimi-
nals. Within this milieu journalists are more vulner-
able. In the past 5/6 years many cases were filed
against the journalists. Pro-government party mem-
bers have beaten journalistswhen theywish, and they
are still doing it with full impunity. For that reason,
I feel insecure all the time; because of this insecu-
rity I refrained from publishing my personal political
thoughts in social media. (Personal communication)

Such concerns are not unfounded as at the time of writ-
ing this article, in a Bangladeshi district Sylhet, a journal-
ist was picked up by plain-clothed law enforcement of-
ficers, and in the aftermath, 56 local journalists filed a
general diary to local police station fearing their security
(Manab Zamin, 2019). In Bangladesh, general diary is a
legal form of registering concern that incidents are hap-
pening or likely to happen within the jurisdiction of a lo-
cal police station.

Another journalist, who used to work as an editorial
writer in a leading national daily and who left the job for
the fear of his safety, recollected his trauma during his
time as a journalist in the following way:

I did not feel safe. My family was terrified about my
safety as I used to pen critical columns in the news-
paper where I used to work. The feeling of insecurity
was heightened whenever an article was published in
the newspaper. In the night I was worried that law en-
forcerswould knock the door to pickme up, and in the
day I was anxious to get a call from security officials.
(Personal communication)

However, not every respondent feels insecure as one re-
spondent said, ‘I do not think the situation is so bad
that journalists should feel insecure; rather I would say
journalists have created an unjustified fear for them-
selves and apply self-censorship’ (personal communica-
tion). Even this sceptical statement is an endorsement
that journalist community in Bangladesh is engulfedwith
fear and insecurity.

At the time of conducting our research, a deep threat
of losing jobs engulfed the Bangladeshimedia scene. The
Bengali service of the British Broadcasting Corporation
reported, without mentioning an actual number, that
private TV channels and radio stations were laying off of-
ficials and journalists; a private TV channel had closed op-
eration of its news section (Kollol, 2019). The Germany-
based Bengali news service, DW Bengali, reported that
25 journalists were fired from Bangladesh’s top Bengali
newspaper (DW Bengali, 2019). Such scenes have had
an impact on journalists and they live under a relent-
less psychological pressure rooted in job insecurity (and
thus economic insecurity), as illustrated by the follow-
ing response, “now for us, economic security has be-
come a major issue. For this reason, big portions of
journalist community do not want to pursue objective

journalism or represent all facts in a story (personal
communication).

Another respondent opens up a different avenue in
which one can see journalists’ fear of losing jobs, and/or
being bullied and harassed, as connected to compromis-
ing objectivity of news. The respondent said, “if we lose
our jobs, therewill be a campaign by the pro-government
journalists against us as anti-national, anti-state, terror-
ists. For this reason, to remain safe, we sometimes re-
frain from telling the truth” (personal communication).

There was also a perception of digital threats, includ-
ing fear of phones being tapped or digital surveillance.
Human Rights Watch reported that the Bangladesh gov-
ernment has embarked upon an “intensive and intrusive
surveillance and monitoring of social media” (Human
Rights Watch, 2018b). “I don’t feel safe anymore. I am
in constant fear that my phone is being tapped and
my journalism is being under constant watch by peo-
ple in the security agencies,” said a respondent (per-
sonal communication).

Media houses that are deemed to be critical about
the government have also been targeted. A journalist
working for the leading English newspaper, The Daily
Star, said:

As has been documented, pressure from the govern-
ment came upon The Daily Star in an indirect way—
our advertisers were squeezed. As a result, big tele-
coms stopped advertising with the newspaper, while
other companies constantly cited the government’s
disapproval of the newspaper as a reason to not give
advertisements. This has significantly hampered our
ability to cover [sensitive] issues such as military af-
fairs, among othermatters. (Personal communication)

Another respondent said the list of people and organi-
zations who journalists can’t scrutinize is getting longer.
In that respondent’s view, 10 years ago only the family
members of the top political leadership and elite intel-
ligence agency were protected from scrutiny; now it is
frequently the case that journalists can’t report on pow-
erful ministers and advisers. Not only that, the respon-
dent said, “we can’t even write about mid-career police
officials because fact-based investigative reports are not
being tolerated” (personal communication). Another re-
spondent, a former journalist who left the profession out
of frustration after 15 years said, “partisan editors and
media owners with political ties are deterring objective
news” (personal communication). Another respondent
who used to work for a local television channel said that
a top wing of the government maintains a list of pro-
government and anti-government journalists. He was la-
belled as anti-government and his promotionwas halted;
eventually he had to leave the country. Later, at the same
television channel, some of his colleagues tried to pursue
sensitive stories objectively and they were also labelled
as anti-government. However, it is beyond our scope to
validate these claims.
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7. Finding 2: Journalists Reactions and Defence against
Safety Risks

In order to copewith fear, insecurity and threats, journal-
ists are adoptingmultiple defencemechanisms that com-
promise the quality and objectivity of news. Sometimes,
to remain safe, they choose not to report.

Against this backdrop, our research recorded a
disturbing yet evolving practice in which journalists
promote the administrations’ agenda or apply self-
censorship on sensitive issues to remain safe. For exam-
ple, one respondent said:

Some journalists just work as part of the government
PR machinery and the security agencies because they
know that they will gain financially through their re-
porting. And on occasions when they stumble upon
a report that can seriously damage the government’s
reputation, these journalists just kill the story or don’t
even mention its existence to their news editors and
newsroom managers. (Personal communication)

One respondent explained why he had to leave the pro-
fession as a result of his quest for pursuing what he
deemed objective journalism:

I believe I was driven out of objective journalism. The
current situation is not at all supportive for objective
journalism in Bangladesh, because you need to be a
party loyalist; more clearly, you have to support the
ruling party polices and their rules. In another way,
you need to be a pro governmental journalist, where
you are allowed to dig into the positives of the regime.
(Personal communication)

There are differences among our respondents about
whether journalists are forced to get involved in this
practice, as some said there are journalists who are
enthusiastic about promoting the government agenda
out of self-interest, whereas others said they are forced
to promote the government agenda. One respondent
pointed out that “if journalists do not promote govern-
ment agenda the government simply cuts off access”
(personal communication) referring to two top news-
papers in Bangladesh not having access to the Prime
Minister’s press conference. When they do try to report

the truth, they are increasingly met with in-house cen-
sorship. One crime reporter who was investigating extra-
judicial killing of alleged rapists found out that a gov-
ernment agency was behind the killings. The reporter
reached this conclusion by tracing the license plate of
a vehicle that was used to kidnap one victim. However,
when his report was published, he saw the editor had
erased the name of the government agency that had reg-
istered the vehicle.

8. Finding 3: Diminishing Public Faith in Media

Wanta andHu (1994) have argued that the success or fail-
ure of news media’s efforts to educate, inform, pursue,
and influence media audiences can often depend on the
audiences’ overall perception of media credibility.

In our analysis of social media posts we found that
a general perception in the public that journalists do
not provide people with accurate news. In all of our se-
lected posts, groupmembers were labeling journalists as
“yellow journalists.” One popular post argued that: “The
country is heading in a bad direction because of ‘yellow
journalism.”’ Another said, “when journalists cannot pro-
vide us with true and accurate news, how can we have
trust in media?” A third post reads “we should boycott
the journalists who spread fabricated news after compro-
mising their moral and conscience.” The person did not
clarify what he meant by ‘boycott.’

In our survey about media credibility, of 139 respon-
dents, only one individual agreed that he/she gets accu-
rate news from Bangladeshi media outlets (see Table 1).

By contrast, a total of 33 respondents (23.9%) agreed
that they receive accurate news about Bangladesh in
foreign media outlets. 71 respondents (51.4%) partially
agree that they get accurate news from foreign media
outlets about Bangladesh (see Table 2).

In response to a question about the credibility of me-
dia outlets in Bangladesh, most respondents said that
they think local news outlets are biased and tend to
hide news. One respondent said, “Bangladeshi TVs have
zero credibility” (personal communication). Another re-
spondent said, “now all the journalists can be bought
by money” (personal communication). In response to
a question about why they think foreign media out-
lets tend to provide them with true and accurate
news, one respondent said, “they are not directly con-

Table 1. Public perception about credibility of the local media in Bangladesh.

Question: Bangladeshi owned media outlets are Results in percentage Number of Total
credible and provide you with objective news (%) respondents respondents

1 Strongly Agree 0 0

139

2 Agree 0.7 1
3 Partially Agree 28.3 39
4 Partially Disagree 5.1 7
5 Disagree 30.4 42
6 Strongly Disagree 35.5 50
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Table 2. Public perception about credibility of international media in Bangladesh.

Question: Western News outlets in Bangladesh (such as BBC,
AFP, DW, AP) are credible and provide you with objective Results in Percentage Number of Total
news about Bangladesh (%) respondents respondents

1 Strongly Agree 5 7

139

2 Agree 23.7 33
3 Partially Agree 51.1 71
4 Partially Disagree 8.6 12
5 Disagree 8.6 12
6 Strongly Disagree 2.9 4

trolled by the government. Owners of these media are
not beneficiaries of the present government” (personal
communication).

9. Discussion

Our findings demonstrate that for Bangladeshi journal-
ists, safety encompasses job security, self-censorship,
avoiding bodily harm (imprisonment, enforced disap-
pearance, and so forth), avoiding harassment, and opting
for agenda promotion of the government. A second cru-
cial finding is that journalists compromise the objectivity
of the news tomaintain personal safety. Almost all of our
respondents (except those who are working in foreign
media) said that it is nearly impossible to pursue objec-
tive news reporting on certain issues due to the existence
of what we call a “censorship machine” in Bangladesh.
We describe this censorship effort as a machine because
it has many processing tools (such as intimidation by the
security and political apparatus, harsh laws, etc.) and the
objective of these tools is to produce a finished product—
finely processed news. This processed product is not a
true reflection of the facts as some facts have been cen-
sored by the censorshipmachine. In this regard names of
two key government offices were cited by the journalists
repeatedly but we are not naming them. Various agen-
cies within the security establishment (some of which
are well known for suppression of human rights and free
speech), partisan media owners, repressive laws like dig-
ital security act, and fellow partisan journalists are all in-
volved in the censorship machine.

Finally, we find that the impact of the censorship ma-
chine on journalists in Bangladesh has contributed neg-
atively to the public perception of the credibility of jour-
nalism. The steps that journalists feel they must take to
ensure their own safety is implicated in dwindling me-
dia credibility. This paradigm is a consequence of a cen-
sorship machine conditioned by the hybrid regime. As a
result, the media is no longer playing the role of the
Fourth Estate in the country. In our view, this observa-
tion by James Carey fits the Bangladeshi case very well,
since Bangladesh now is not democratic: “When democ-
racy falters, journalism falters, andwhen journalism goes
awry, democracy goes awry” (Carey, 2007).

The Bangladesh story however is applicable to a
wider global pattern as more than one third of the
world’s population live in declining democracies in which
authoritarian, hybrid, and populist regimes are rising
who clamp down on the free press (Hodal, 2019;
Lührmann & Wilson, 2018, The Economist, 2018). Only
13% of the world’s population now enjoys a free press,
and press freedom is under severe threat even in democ-
racies (The Economist, 2018). In non-democracies—in
Africa, Middle East and Much of Asia—most govern-
ments are adhering to the Chinese model of suppress-
ing free media. They favor the sophisticated censorship
of the Beijing model which is premised on the idea that
“prosperity can be achieved without a free press” over
the Western model which values “strong and consis-
tent associations between unfettered media and vibrant
democracies” (The Economist, 2018). These findings
paint a depressing outlook, and indicate that the safety
of journalists should be a matter of continuous public
discussion in the coming days. Our Bangladesh study
demonstrates the need for expanding the framework of
safety of journalists by incorporating journalists’ defense
mechanisms and their impact on the public. A cause for
concern regarding Bangladeshi journalists, however, is
that previous research has suggested that journalists are
more unsafe in hybrid regimes like Bangladesh than in
a pure autocracy. Hughes and Vorobyeva (2019) found
that countries with hybrid regimes are by far the most
dangerous environment for journalists as power hold-
ers have incentives to violently suppress critical press
coverage. They reached this conclusion after analyzing
1812 killings of journalists from 1992 to 2016. Such find-
ings offer insight as to why journalists we interviewed in
Bangladesh are compromising their own integrity to re-
main safe while living and working in a hybrid regime.

10. Conclusion

Fear dominates the responses we received and it was an
eye opener for us. Although we both were insiders at
some point of our lives as both of us have worked as jour-
nalists in the country, now we are outsiders. Before this
researchwe had some idea that local journalists were go-
ing through some difficulties, as we maintain close con-
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tacts with our journalist friends in Bangladesh and follow
current affairs. However, we did not have a clear picture
about the magnitude of fear and the prevailing feelings
of insecurity until we conducted this research.

Through our researchwe believe that we are justified
in putting forward three major arguments: (a) Safety of
journalists in Bangladesh is a broad concept as it includes
opt to government agenda promotion alongside of the
conventional wisdom about journalists’ safety; (b) when
journalists feel unsafe, there are serious implications for
the quality of journalism, as compromising objectivity to
maintain personal safety is a common phenomenon in
the Bangladeshi context; and (c) the compromise of ob-
jectivity in order to preserve safety results in the ero-
sion of media credibility in the eyes of the public. So
what does it mean for Bangladesh and its practice of jour-
nalism? In our view, the prevailing model of journalist
safety is detrimental not only for the journalists’ health
and well-being, but also for the growth of journalism as
a profession.
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1. Introduction: The Need for Fixers in Pakistan

When armed men stormed a five-star luxury hotel in
Pakistan’s restive Balochistan province in the southern
port city of Gwadar in May 2019, the attack quickly trig-
gered international media coverage. News organizations
from across the globe, such as Xinhua News Agency,
Al Jazeera, BBC, and CNN, providedmedia coverage from
the impoverished coastal town in Pakistan’s troubled
southwestern province of Balochistan (BBC, 2019).

As audiences from across the world followed live cov-
erage of the attack through videos, photographs, and
soundbites, it was the local fixers who worked behind

the scenes, risking their lives to provide live coverage
of the attack for foreign correspondents stationed in
Islamabad and New Delhi. Foreign correspondents were
not granted free access to the conflict zone located in
the Balochistan province, which borders with Iran. For
such access, they would require a special permit called
‘No Objection Certificate’ (NOC) granted by the Ministry
of Interior in Islamabad. These permits are rarely issued
to foreign journalists, as suchmaking them totally depen-
dent on locally based media workers to cover this ter-
ror attack. Local fixers like Behram Baloch sourced valu-
able information from this remote corner of Pakistan.
He alone coordinated information with more than a
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dozen foreign correspondents, spending his days meet-
ing and interviewing top government officials, Chinese
labourers working at the port, local people, and even the
leaders of the separatist movement that took responsi-
bility for the attack. If local journalists from larger cities
of Pakistan like Lahore, Karachi, and Islamabad visited
the city aftermath of the attack, they had to approach
Bahram to arrange their meetings with government offi-
cials and local ethnic Baloch people. Those writing copy
for international press agencies were standing tall on the
shoulders of unknown giants like Behram Baloch.

Acknowledging such crucial importance to journalis-
tic practice in Pakistan, this article examines the under-
lying challenges and risks fixers face. A fixer is a media
practitioner who helps foreign reporters arrange inter-
views, while navigating and providing the broader con-
text to the story at hand (Murrell, 2015; Palmer, 2019).
The foreign correspondentswe interviewed for this study
defined fixers as “resourceful media workers.” In the
Pakistan context, Professor Altaf Khan describes fixers as
“a reporter from within conflict zones who have the job
of providing the raw material for stories to be published
in Western media” (Khan, 2019). In Pakistan’s south-
western Balochistan and northern Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
(KPK) provinces, fixers work with the constant threat of
violence from country’s powerful military, drug mafia,
Islamist extremist such as the Taliban, and ethnic Baloch
separatists (Aslam, 2015).

Fixers in these provinces live in a high-risk environ-
ment. Pakistan’s fixers face immense pressure and some
of them even have lost their lives merely for contribut-
ing stories to international media (Khan, 2019). These
bordering regions operate under media blackout where
the local journalists, let alone foreigners, must show
great caution while reporting. Normally, foreign journal-
ists are not allowed to move outside of the capital city
Islamabad without permission, and they are required
to hold the NOC to travel to Pakistani conflict zones
(Khan, 2019). Consequently, they rely on fixers to report
stories. Fixers risk their safety contributing to interna-
tional media by interviewing controversial Afghan and
top Al-Qaeda militants for a “handsome amount” (Beck
& Delmenico, 2017).

To understand the dangers fixers encounter chasing
stories for western media agencies in Pakistan’s remote
but troubled regions, we have framed the following re-
search questions:

1) What risks do fixers face when working with
foreign correspondents in Pakistan’s troubled
provinces?

2) How do local authorities and foreign correspon-
dents treat their local counterparts?

3) How and why are fixers threatened during their
work for the western media in Pakistan’s volatile
regions?

2. Background and Literature: Journalists and Fixers
Working in Pakistan’s Troubled Areas

2.1. Theoretical Framework: Fixers, Journalism,
and Professionalism

An analysis of security issues for fixers in Pakistan can be
theoretically grounded in a discussion of why fixers op-
erate in dangerous areas, and how and why foreign re-
porters depend on them. In this regard, a discussion on
framing the work of fixers is important. During the last
few years, fixers have become the centre of attention in
international journalism. In a special issue of Journalism
Studies published in 2019, entitled “Reporting Global
while Being Local: Local Sources of News for Distant
Audiences,” multiple studies investigated the interaction
between international reporters and local ‘helpers’ or fix-
ers. In one of the articles, Hoxha and Andresen (2019)
map some of the research about the global importance
of fixers. They show that this cooperation between inter-
national reporters and fixers has been crucial to global
news reporting for a long time. Previous studies con-
ducted in the Middle East (Murrell, 2009, 2010, 2011,
2013, 2015; Palmer & Fontan, 2007), locally in Palestine
(Bishara, 2006), Kosovo (Andresen, 2008, 2009, 2015;
Paterson, Andresen, & Hoxha, 2012), and in Pakistan
(Khan, 2011, 2016, 2019) pinpoint how, on an interna-
tional scale, the highly unrecognized influence of the lo-
cal fixers on news reporting from the field matters. A ma-
jor reason why fixers are crucial is to avoid what can be
framed as ‘parachute journalism,’ which is itself a rather
loaded term used to describe journalism where interna-
tional reporters spend a short time in a conflict area,
working in situ for a few days, before moving on to the
next conflict:

In their efforts to gather information quickly,
parachute journalists are in danger of missing facts,
aspects of culture and nuances in their stories
(Lundstrom, 2001; Hamilton, 2004). The parachute
journalist necessarily depends on local assistance,
normally in the form of a temporarily hired local per-
son with some knowledge of journalism, an ability to
translate, and good local contacts. Palmer and Fontan
(2007) define fixers as an additional relay point in the
process of mediated communication. Globally, fixers
have impacted the content and form of international
news correspondents’ work more than the public has
been aware of. (Hoxha & Andresen, 2019, p. 1735)

Drawing on the realization of the importance of fixers,
a pressing question emerges of why this practice was
mostly ignored in journalism studies for a long time.
We suggest that a reason might lie in a traditional west-
ern view of journalism, that the western practice of the
profession has dominated the international news scene
and input from fixers might be viewed as practical as
best, and not so much in terms of producing content
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itself. However, journalism research is more diverse to-
day. Mark Deuze (2005) points in his well-known arti-
cle “What is journalism?” to the critical perspectives on
journalism, e.g., especially Schudson (2001), who ques-
tions the traditional values of objectivity and detach-
ment as absolutes. In fact, Deuze (2005) dismisses these
perceived western ideal-typical values as obsolete in a
modern global world and claims that it is hard to keep to
them in a global and more fluid news age. According to
Deuze (2005), these traditional, mostly western values,
gain different meaning in different circumstances and
aremore amatter of journalists’ self-representation than
anything else. Therefore, we need to study how journal-
ism is practiced in order to investigate this matter and
to see changes in the perception of journalism to ana-
lyze how journalism is produced in extremely difficult cir-
cumstances. There is value in Deuze’s (2005, p. 458) argu-
ments that the best way to uncover the journalists work
is by studying them in their daily work:

The analyses of the ideal-typical values of journalism,
and how these vary and get meaning in different cir-
cumstances, have shown that any definition of jour-
nalism as a profession working truthfully, operating
as a watchdog for the good of society as a whole and
enabling citizens to be self-governing is not only naïve,
but also one-dimensional and sometimes nostalgic for
perhaps the wrong reasons. It is by studying how jour-
nalists from all walks of their professional life negoti-
ate the core values that one can see the occupational
ideology of journalism at work.

Thus, this current study of fixers in Pakistan is also
a contribution to a deeper understanding of journalis-
tic professionalism in a difficult area. The study uncov-
ers threats and practice of journalism that is different
from realities in the west. A classical western concept
of journalistic professionalism is linked together with val-
ues such as ‘freedom,’ ‘objectivity,’ and ‘independence’
(cf. Easterman, 2000; Kumar, 2006; Price, Noll, & de Luce,
2002; Wahl-Jorgensen & Hanitzsch, 2009). However, in
recent times, a growing body of journalism research has
challenged the classical western domination of defin-
ing professional journalism. Where does this discussion
stand? Beate Josephi (2007, p. 300) discusses impera-
tives and impediments of a possible professional model
that can be internationalized, arguing that “the impedi-
ments are that no models exist to date which could be
implemented around the world.” Although she refers to
Splichal and Sparks’ (1994) research showing that jour-
nalism students worldwide have a desire for indepen-
dence and autonomy, this is a long way from a single
journalism model. Additionally, Curran and Park empha-
size that values in journalism vary from autonomy and in-
dependence to journalists as a tool for politics (Josephi,
2007). Furthermore, Barbie Zelizer (2004, p. 576) points
out that:

Research outside the Anglo-American orbit, which
has so far shaped the dominant journalistic concepts,
is now challenging these paradigms….What has long
been hailed as the ‘professional model’ centering on
the ideal of the objective reporter, is now seen as just
that: amodel upheld but rarely attained. The question
therefore is, why should a model stay a model of it so
far removed from what is actually practised in news-
rooms around the world?

The value of objectivity as a central part of a model
has been criticized (Schudson, 2001, 2003), as well as
value-neutrality (Deuze, 2005). The European discussion
on journalism raises journalists’ preferred values and
ideas over objectivity norms (Donsbach & Klett, 1993).
De Burgh (2005, p. 2) emphasizes “that the old fal-
lacy that all journalisms were at different stages on the
route to an ideal model, probably Anglophone, is passé.”
Furthermore, Stephen Reese (2001) problematizes at-
tempts to create an international standard of journalistic
professionalism. He argues that the growing urge to do
so stems from the fact that journalism is a growing aca-
demic field and an increasing number of scholars have re-
ceived formal training in journalism. There is, therefore, a
growth of transnational, comparative studies attempting
to find a global view on journalism: “This transnational
view of the profession has found the social survey a nat-
uralmethodological approach, allowing scholars tomake
general descriptive statements about the nature of these
journalists and their adherence to certain professional
tenets” (Reese, 2001, p. 174).

In the case of fixers in Pakistan, a challenging ques-
tion arises of how a ‘non-western’ Pakistani fixer helps
to raise professionalism in western reporters’ work.
Furthermore, how does local knowledge merged with in-
ternational experience produce credible journalism? To
investigate this, we need to understand the challenging
context for this news production, in addition to changes
in the profession.

2.2. Pakistan as a Journalistic Hot Spot

The roles of fixers in international journalism are chang-
ing. As the nature of conflicts has changed, so have the
dynamics of the reporting from war or conflict zones.
Moreover, the role of the fixer has evolved from trans-
lators to investigators, mediators, and embedded jour-
nalist. Fixers have become increasingly professionalized
through cooperation with foreign reporters (Hoxha &
Andresen, 2019). After the US invasion of Afghanistan,
Pakistan became a frontline state against the war on
terror, providing logistical support to the International
Security Assistance Force and NATO. The US invasion
triggered a doctrinal shift in Pakistan’s regional policies,
leading to the Pak-Afghan bordering areas becoming
the site of attraction for European and American media
(Baerthlein, 2006). However, due to the sensitivity of the
area, journalists face increasing restrictions (Khan, 2019).
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Furthermore, the low-level separatist insurgency of
Balochistan in the southwestern part of Pakistan has
sparked much media attention from the West, espe-
cially after the launch of the China–Pakistan Economic
Corridor (CPEC), a flagship of 52 different megaprojects
under construction in Pakistan. The multibillion-dollar
infrastructure and energy investments include energy
projects, construction of power plants, and the devel-
opment of road and railway network for establishing a
corridor from the northern Chinese province of Xinxiang
to Gwadar in Pakistan’s restive Balochistan province.
The corridor will connect Gwadar to northern China
for trade purposes, but the most important element is
the construction of the communication infrastructure in
Pakistan (Ibrar, Mi, Rafiq, & Karn, 2016, pp. 434–439).
CPEC has received much criticism from the West and
fierce resistance from ethno-Baloch nationalists after its
launch Chinese workforce had come under attack sev-
eral times (Hameed, 2018), also reported in the strategic
port city of Gwadar in May 2019 (BBC, 2019). In order
to avoid media attention to growing anger, Pakistani au-
thorities restricted western media workers from access-
ing this region.

Moreover, the security situation for media work-
ers in this region has deteriorated alarmingly in re-
cent years. The Committee to Protect Journalists (2018)
noted: “The military has quietly, but effectively, set re-
strictions on reporting: from barring access to regions in-
cluding Balochistan where there are armed separatism
and religious extremism, to encouraging self-censorship
through direct and indirect methods of intimidation, in-
cluding calling editors to complain about coverage and
even allegedly instigating violence against reporters”.

2.3. Roles and Risks for Fixers

From regimes to militant groups and Islamist hardliners,
there is a tremendous pressure on fixers. Additionally,
they are rarely supported when they find themselves in
trouble for the work they do for international media out-
lets in conflict zones. In foreign correspondence particu-
larly, fixers play an important role “on the ground,” ar-
ranging interviews that otherwise could not be under-
taken by the foreign correspondent due to lack of access
and lack of knowledge of the local environment (Yong &
Rrahmani, 2018).

With the passage of time, the role of the fixer has also
widened on account of the more complex nature of jour-
nalism in the conflict zones. For example, in Pakistan, a
fixer also pitches story ideas to foreign correspondents;
therefore, some of them self-identify as producers or full-
time journalists. Researchers have focused on the varied
tasks and role of fixers as they complete in different parts
of the world and the dangers they encounter in the field
(Armoudian, 2016; Cottle, Sambrook, & Mosdell, 2016;
Hannerz, 2004; Paterson et al., 2012; Tumber &Webster,
2006). For example, fixers interpret elements of non-
verbal communication, serve as cultural translators and

news gatherers, assist the out-front reporters, book ho-
tels and arrange transportation, find interview subjects,
secure access to government officials, and cover danger-
ous locations (Hoxha & Andresen, 2019; Murrell, 2019;
Plaut & Klein, 2019). Foreign correspondents don’t just
rely on fixers to facilitate the story, but it is often the
fixer that unearths and reports the story (Murrell, 2010;
Paterson et al., 2012).

While some of these media workers take pride in
their role in fixing tough challenges, others dislike the
term ‘fixer’ because of its association with unskilled
workers, whereas others prefer being called journalist-
fixer (Palmer, 2019, p. 3; Plaut & Klein, 2019). In Pakistan,
some fixers dislike being called fixers and identify them-
selves as fulltime journalists. The job of a fixer dif-
fers from area to area in Pakistan. In larger cities like
Islamabad, Lahore, and Karachi they work as translators;
however, in the conflict zones, they also secure inter-
views with notorious militant leaders. In most of the
cases, fixers are not credited, but they are typically well-
paid compared to local income standards (Murrell, 2010;
Paterson et al., 2012).

Mostly, fixers are approached by foreign correspon-
dents on sensitivematters in Pakistan. Fixers interviewed
for this study claimed that some foreign journalists per-
ceive the local fixers as mere instruments to attain their
objectives and then drop them without further thought.
It is more like a post-colonial approach, outlined by
Plaut and Klein (2019, p. 1700): “Post (anti) colonial ap-
proaches offer tools to better understand the ongoing
process ofmaintaining global hierarchies within the prac-
tice, and production, of global journalism.”

3. Methodological Approach: In-Depth Interviews

The findings of this study are based on qualitative in-
depth interviews which were conducted betweenMarch
and April 2019. We adopted purposive sampling tech-
niques, engaging with prominent journalists and fixers
in Pakistan, to identify foreign correspondents and fix-
ers who report or had reported for the international me-
dia in the Balochistan and KPK provinces. Locating the
fixers proved arduous, as most do not make themselves
available for interviews out of the fear of the treatment
meted out to them as a payback for their reporting in
the field. The interviews with fixers were conducted via
an end to end encrypted application WhatsApp using
the corresponding author’s personal contacts in Pakistan.
The security challenges and the treatment they receive
from the authorities and militants has been crucial focus
of this study. Foreign correspondents largely rely on fix-
ers from these areas because, as stated in the introduc-
tion, they are rarely issued aNOC, a fundamental require-
ment to visit Balochistan.

In line with the main research questions, we devel-
oped a semi-structured interview guide where we asked
the following questions to the fixers: (a) What was your
first experience working as a fixer?; (b)What help do you
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get from your foreign colleague when you encounter a
serious security problem?; (c) What are the specifics of
being a fixer in Pakistan? Correspondingly, we asked the
foreign correspondents to answer the following: (I) How
do you or your organization help fixers when they en-
counter any challenge?; (II) What effects do fixers have
on your work?; (III) What key challenges do fixers face
in Pakistan’s militancy-ridden areas like Balochistan and
KPK? The answers to these questions were included in
the research design to consider key components of the
main research questions of this study related to chal-
lenges and risks they face while reporting from these
two provinces.

Interviews were conducted in Urdu and English lan-
guages separately. The Urdu interviews were later trans-
lated and verified by the authors. Upon on the request of
two fixers, transcriptions of their responses were shared
with them. The identities of our respondents are kept
anonymous due to security concerns.

4. Findings: Increasing Risks and Decreasing Help

Through qualitative interview analysis of the data from
the interviews, we have identified 6 main findings pre-
sented in the sub-sections below.

4.1. The Risks Are Increasing for Fixers in Pakistan’s
Militancy-Ridden Areas

In recent years, Pakistani fixers have experienced increas-
ing risk in performing their tasks, feeling trapped be-
tween state and non-state actors. Respondents inter-
viewed say they are persecuted and fear for their security
in chasing stories for the westernmedia. Based on the in-
terviews for this project, it could be concluded that work-
ing in an environment without minimum security and an
absence of law and ordermeans exposing yourself to risk.
The security situation in Pakistan’s northwestern KPK re-
gion, which once was the hub of Taliban activities, and
like the current situation in Yemen and Syria. While work-
ing, fixers explain that during work they typically face in-
timidation and endure threats and abuse, all intended to
reduce the impact of their work and ultimately to silence
them completely. The fixers say they often face signifi-
cant discontent and hopelessness when reporting on a
story which involves the government and armed groups.
One of our interviewees explained that “only because of
your journalistic works in this region you could easily be
whisked away, targeted or killed. Unfortunately, in most
of the cases, the killers enjoy impunity” (Personal inter-
view with a fixer).

Both fixers and foreign journalists say that when re-
porting from areas where militants operate openly, with
reference to the porous border with Afghanistan and
Iran, there are increasing security risks and this is a rea-
son they never receive permission to visit such areas.
One foreign correspondent, who covered Balochistan
and KPK provinces, explained:

The authorities never like the ones who without its
permission trespass into Balochistan and tribal region
in the north which is clandestinely declared as a no-
go area for the international media. The law enforce-
ment agencies and insurgent groups have committed
massive human rights violations in these regions, es-
pecially in Balochistan. In these areas, people accuse
the military of enforced disappearances and killing
political activists. This is a reason why authorities re-
strict foreign journalists from entering Balochistan.
In the north, there are militant groups being shel-
tered by the Pakistani government that it uses as a
proxy against Afghanistan and India. (Personal inter-
view with a foreign correspondent)

Western Journalists say they face harassment while vis-
iting Balochistan, shown in the way of creating legal
hurdles, for example requiring a NOC, which is hard to
get. Many of our respondents say that working on as-
signments relating to militancy, terrorisms, and secu-
rity issues in southwestern and northwestern provinces
means exposing yourself to greater security risk, height-
ened when working among locals. One of the major ir-
ritations of local fixers, particularly in northern Pakistan,
is that most of their journalistic achievements are over-
shadowed by the foreign correspondents who hire them
for this arduous work.

4.2. Pakistani Military Threatens Fixers

From the data collected through interviews it is evi-
dent that fixers and foreign correspondents face seri-
ous threats to their personal security when reporting
from Balochistan and KPK provinces. While threats come
from the Islamist militants, Pakistani military, and intel-
ligence agencies, a local fixer interviewed from Quetta,
the provincial capital of Balochistan, says that the least
acknowledged threats they face in the province are that
of the military, particularly the Inter-Service Intelligence
(ISI), the country’s powerful spy agency. Sharing his first
experience while working with a foreign journalist he
said he was placed under strict surveillance for more
than two years only because he worked with a foreign
correspondent in Quetta on stories that involved central
government and Islamist and Baloch insurgents:

I know that the authorities don’t permit foreign corre-
spondents to visit and report fromBalochistan. In rare
cases when they allow them, they are followed by at
least personnel from three to four security agencies.
They demand details of the interviewees sometimes
personal information of the respondents. Under such
circumstances, no foreigners like visiting Balochistan
but they rely on us [fixers]. When I was a fixer for a for-
eign journalist for the first time, I became suspicious.
The intelligence agencies started following me. I vis-
ited them [agents of intelligence agencies] every day
to prove that I amnot serving a foreign agenda. It took
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me two years to prove that. (Personal interview with
a Quetta-based fixer)

In Balochistan, ISI responds severely to journalists who
are critical of the central government’s policies. This sen-
timent is echoed by the foreign correspondents we in-
terviewed, who indicated that the risks of arbitrary de-
tainment, detention, or imprisonment increase signifi-
cantly when reporting from Balochistan. The province
has been the epicentre for sectarian outlets and Taliban
armed groups since the US intervention in Afghanistan in
2003, when it is believed that the leaders of the Afghan
insurgent movement then moved to Pakistan, specifi-
cally in the western district of Quetta. The province is
also a hub of separatist activities and lethal counterin-
surgencies. Western journalists indicated that this was
one of the reasons why the powerful military establish-
ment seeks to prevent foreign journalistic activity in the
province. This opinion was purportedly affirmed when
two Indian journalists were expelled from the country
in 2014 for reporting news stories about Balochistan
(Boone & Baloch, 2016). For western correspondents,
Balochistan still remains a no-go area. A western jour-
nalist said: “Balochistan remains a no-go area for foreign
journalists. In case a foreign correspondent enters the
province without informing the authorities, he or she
might be expelled from the country” (Personal interview
with a foreign correspondent).

4.3. There Are Frequent Physical Assaults on Fixers

Attacks on the journalist fraternity have become a norm
in Pakistan, which is reflected by Pakistan’s World Press
Freedom Index rankingwhich ReportersWithout Borders
(RSF) publish annually. The country ranks 142nd out of
180 countries (RSF, 2019), recognizing Pakistan as one
of the toughest and most dangerous areas for journal-
ists in the world. Our interviewees agree with this rank-
ing. According to Amnesty International (2014), journal-
ists in Balochistan face even greater harassment, and this
at the hands of political parties and intelligence agencies.
These threats are considered much more severe than
those of the various militant organizations.

The western journalists interviewed agree that work-
ing as a fixer for a foreign media outlet can make you
an easy target in this remote, tribal, and impoverished
region of Pakistan. A foreign correspondent told us that
one of his fixerswas kidnappedby lawenforcement agen-
cies from northern Pakistan in 2014 and suffered seri-
ous mistreatment. This happened as a reaction to the
US drone strikes in North and South Waziristan regions.
When we asked the fixer about the consequences he suf-
fered after helping the foreign reporter, the experiences
he shared were heartbreaking:

I was kidnapped for documenting sensitive issues like
Taliban brutalities, and I was in illegal detention by law
enforcement agencies. I know that this was because

of civilian casualties caused by US drone strikes. I was
picked up by secret agencies several times. I was tor-
tured, handcuffed, and faced threats from the Taliban
for years and in the end, my own media organization
abandonedme. (Personal interviewwith former fixer)

Nevertheless, fixers in Balochistan and KPK play a signif-
icant role in providing access to international correspon-
dents in these remote, but volatile regions. With refer-
ence to the theoretical discussion earlier in this article
about journalistic professionalism that grows out of the
cooperation between local fixers and international re-
porters, we observe that the fixers we interviewed said
they try to report in a balanced way about the suffering
of local people. They experiencemilitancy, terrorism, reli-
gious extremism, andpolitical upheavals in their daily life,
while in return they are threatened, kidnapped, tortured,
and left unprotected by the media outlets they work for.

A Baloch fixer from Gwadar related how many west-
ern journalists have been coming to the port city since
the launch of the CPEC and typically these leave after
completion of their assignments. The fixers, however,
bear the consequences of the western journalists’ anti-
China style of reporting:

I always pushmy foreign and national counterparts to
try to keep a balanced approach while reporting any
story from Balochistan so that we continue to bring
untold stories. But they do what they like. And in re-
turn, we pay the price for that. Many of us had been
tortured, threatened and forced to give up journalism
only because of anti-China stories by the westerners.
Even I know people who have been first accused of
being foreign agents and then tortured by unknown
people. Unfortunately, culprits in such cases enjoy im-
punity. (Personal interview with a fixer)

Journalism in Pakistan generally, and in its Balochistan
and KPK provinces in particular, has become a more
dangerous practice in recent years. Research under-
taken by the Council of Pakistan Newspaper Editor and
Freedom Network shows that 133 journalists have been
killed in Pakistan since the year 2000 (Rehman, 2019;
Rehmat&Khattak, 2019). The fixerswe interviewed from
Balochistan claim that this number represents only the
high profile cases that have been spotlighted in main-
streammedia. They say that there have beenmany other
cases of torture, harassment, intimidation, and narrow
assassination attempts among fixers, which are rarely re-
ported upon.

4.4. Islamist Threats Against Fixers and International
Reporters Are on the Rise

Foreign correspondents and local fixers say they are not
only threatened by the government and political par-
ties, but they also face continual threats of violence from
religiously motivated groups such as the Taliban and

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 1, Pages 37–46 42



the Islamic State of Khorasan. Sectarian outfits such as
Lashkar-E-Jhangvi (The Army of Jhangvi) and other reli-
giously motivated groups are also guilty of this. A west-
ern journalist describes Balochistan as an information
“black hole” for the media due to threats posed by hard-
line Islamist and law enforcement agencies:

We apply for NOCs and don’t receive replies for
months. It is very difficult to obtain a NOC and visit
Balochistan. Balochistan is sort of a black hole where
there is no real possibility to visit and report as we do
in other countries in this region. I have tried visiting
Balochistan twice. But it is difficult, and I have been
denied NOC. There are fixers who provide inputs on
the ground situation. However, they feel insecure due
to numerous threats and intimidations they receive
every day from the government and hardline Islamists.
(Personal interview with foreign correspondent)

Sharing his experiences of helping a western media
outlet, a local Baloch fixer says he had been detained
and interrogated by the country’s intelligence services
in the province for attempting to interview leaders of
Quetta Shura (the notorious Quetta Shura is composed
of leaders of Afghan-based Taliban believed to be based
in Quetta):

When you are chasing a story in Balochistan, espe-
cially for foreign media that involves security issues,
militants and government push their narrative and in
many cases that seems impossible. Government offi-
cials never like it that the insurgents’ narrative is being
written and the insurgents never like the government
narrative. If you fail to do so, any of them can label you
a foreign or military agent and kill you. We are caught
between insurgents and the military. (Personal inter-
view with fixer)

Foreign correspondents in Islamabad we interviewed
agree that working on a story that involves the country’s
security issues and Taliban activities can raise serious out-
rage. A foreign journalist explains:

The fact of the matter is that religious tolerance, un-
fortunately, has been reduced to nothing due to some
state policies and overwhelmingly by the pervasive ex-
tremist elements within the society who continue to
unleash terror in the name of religion without any-
body keeping them in check. (Personal interview with
a foreign journalist)

The Baloch fixer mentioned earlier, who tried to inter-
view the leader of the notorious Quetta Shura, says that
on one occasion hewas taken away by the country’s pow-
erful intelligence directorate of the Military Intelligence
in 2006, while his associate foreign colleague was physi-
cally abused for covering a political uprising against the
central government in Balochistan. He says that arbi-

trary detention has become part of his journalistic life.
Journalists and fixers say the Pakistani state has zero-
tolerance for journalists trying to meet with leaders of
Islamist militants and Baloch separatists. According to a
foreign correspondent, other than the political and se-
curity affairs of the country, a critical challenge that re-
mains off limits to the media is the insecurity of reli-
gious minorities in Balochistan and KPK provinces, espe-
cially Shiites Hazaras, an ethnic group that has suffered
persecution at the hands of Islamic State in Afghanistan
and Balochistan.

Working on a story that involves the insecurity of
Shiites Hazaras can raise outrage from Islamist and re-
ligious parties. From time to time, this pressure makes
journalists compromise their professional standards,
leading to self-censorship. Fixers from the Balochistan
and KPK provinces said that most of the time they avoid
critical reporting when it involves religious-based terror-
ism. Hindus and Christians are ostracised by the peo-
ple, and their loyalty to the country is doubted. In this
tense environment, the fixers said they cannot truly help
the foreign correspondents who are in search of cer-
tain news. The same fixers also realize that as soon as
a story is completed, the foreign correspondents will
move on, while the extremist elements within the coun-
try will not spare them and rarely, they receive any
support from their foreign counterparts in case of any
trouble. Several of the foreign correspondents we in-
terviewed, however, don’t agree with this claim. A for-
mer The Guardian journalist we interviewed who until
recently covered Afghanistan and Pakistan explains:

When things do go wrong, The Guardian will spend
time and resources trying to get journalists out of
trouble. Two of my fixers were kidnapped twice in
Afghanistan when I worked there and senior execu-
tives at The Guardian, including the editor, were in-
volved in trying to get his release.

4.5. There Are No Real Safe Zones for Fixers

Pakistan today is deemed as one of themost feared coun-
tries for journalists due to the series of killings by state
and non-state actors that have taken place in Balochistan
and KPK provinces. Many of these have been fixers or
little-known media workers and were not highlighted by
the mainstream media or civil society. The fixers and for-
eign correspondentswhowere interviewed for this study
say Pakistan’s Balochistan and KPK provinces hit by vio-
lent insurgencies and Islamist militancy are the hardest
places for media workers to work. Talking about lack of
safety training, a Pashthun fixer explains that “in a place
where there is no rule of law one can blindfold and kid-
nap a fixer with impunity even in a crowd, and it makes
things harder to work without safety training” (Personal
interview with a fixer).

A London based investigative correspondent who
covers terrorism, religious militancy, and politics from
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Pakistan, says safety remains a key challenge for them.
She stated that many fixers in Peshawar are self-
censoring due to direct threats to their lives. She says
that when she was working on an investigation in
Peshawar it was challenging to find a fixer that would be
willing to work on such a contentious subject as that of
Dr. Shakil Afridi (the doctor who unearthed Osama bin
Laden’s location). In her words, the fixers were very con-
cerned about the security agencies, especially the power-
ful intelligence agencies who have been known to apply
significant pressures on journalists and fixers to dissuade
them when covering difficult issues and working with-
out fixers on such subjects is challenging. She said the
most challenging aspect of working in Pakistan is access-
ing comments from lawenforcement agencies. These are
the most challenging milieu due to the precarious na-
ture of corruption, and it can be very stressful, such that
only an experienced fixer can accomplish such tasks. The
value of having a fixer in dangerous areas cannot be un-
derestimated. In answering a question on what effects
fixers had on foreign corresponding, she states that:

A fixer has a positive influence on ourwork.When cov-
ering human interest stories in remote provinces in
the country it is very helpful to hire a fixer. The impact
on coverage is significant and the nuance and unique
insight can only be possible with the assistance of a
local fixer. (interview with a foreign correspondent)

4.6. There Is Hope in Mutual Learning Between Fixers
and Journalists

This last finding shows that there is somehope in times of
despair for fixers in Pakistan. Despite facing problems and
threats, fixers from Pakistan’s remote but troubled areas
say that they get professional growth byworkingwith for-
eign correspondents in Pakistan. There is a mutual learn-
ing outcome between foreign journalists and local fixers.
This suggests that the cooperation between reporters
and fixers also produces positive results. Fixers we in-
terviewed have told us that they learn various reporting
techniques from their foreign peers. There is also eco-
nomic gain from fixers working with their international
counterparts. One fixer from northern Pakistan says:

Many of us do not know about investigative report-
ing, research methods, and new techniques of report-
ing. While working with a foreign journalist, we learn
various reporting techniques. They provide resources,
guidelines, money, and other tools to utilize them and
gather information. Working alongside a foreign jour-
nalist, who has decades of experience covering wars
and conflict, can enrich our reporting skills. (interview
with a fixer)

This echoes findings in other studies about the rela-
tionship between fixers and their foreign counterparts
(Hoxha & Andresen, 2019; Yong & Rrahmani, 2018),

which state that besides earning money, fixers also gain
professionalism. Our informants agreed and say by work-
ing with the international correspondents, they are be-
coming more professional and getting a higher income,
but seldom get recognition for their challenging and risky
assignments. In addition, foreign correspondents from
Islamabad say in our interviews that they enjoy working
with their local fixers. Thanks to this, they gain access to
no-go areas and controversial militant leaders.

5. Conclusion: Despair and Hope

This current study shows that Pakistan is of major inter-
est to international journalists due to western military
engagement in Afghanistan. Pakistan’s no-go areas for
foreign media practitioners, which border Afghanistan,
primarily remain a centre of coverage due to western
engagement in neighbouring Afghanistan. However, as
western journalists face heavy travel restrictions, they
hire local fixers to achieve their goals. Although it
can be ascertained that fixers, particularly in Pakistan’s
more troubled regions, face serious security risks from
state and non-state actors, still, many say in our inter-
views that they wish to continue carrying out danger-
ous and brave work. The question remains, however,
for how long this will be the case when their security
isn’t guaranteed.

As discussed in this article, the impact of fixers on
international media coverage is significant and is rarely
acknowledged. Media outlets covering the region can
only access hotspots with the assistance of a local fixer.
However, for many, the reward for fixers rarely out-
weighs the associated risks. It is due to the efforts of
fixers that western media are operating from Pakistan’s
militancy-hit areas. Fixers rarely have insurance and
there are no laws to protect them. This article revealed
that fixers have been tortured and harassed, and in some
extreme cases, have been killed. The fixers are placed in
a dilemma for their security, because neither the interna-
tional journalistic laws protect them nor the very media
outlets or the correspondents who hire them in the first
place provide protection for them.

On a positive note, themutual relationship of the for-
eign correspondents and the fixers has evolved from ex-
ploitation to becomemutually beneficial. Thus, there is a
relationship forming that produces professional journal-
ism. Still, fixers are deprived of the rights and privileges
which cover the foreign correspondents. The credit or by-
line for such risk-laden reporting only goes to the foreign
correspondent. In return, the foreign journalists pay lo-
cal fixers a handsome amount of money for their report-
ing. Thus, the efforts a fixer makes and all the risks a fixer
faces are often discarded. Finally, it is our hope that fixers
will gain more credit and recognition. The fixers are, per-
haps surprisingly, often equally professional in the tasks,
as they maneuver in difficult terrain in Pakistan. Due to
this, they must be givenmore protection and considered
as valuable in international reporting in risky areas.
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1. Introduction: Online Misogyny and Women

Digital media have become an important aspect of jour-
nalism. Journalists are using social media to find news
sources, share news stories, and to engage with audi-
ences. Feminist scholars have argued that digital plat-
forms can help to bring women’s concerns and fem-
inist voices into the mainstream media (Baer, 2016;
Carter Olson, 2016). However, there has also been an
increase in rampant online misogyny (Ging & Siapera,
2018; Reporters Without Borders, 2018). The term on-
line harassment is synonymously used for other termi-
nologies such as cyber-bullying, gender-trolling (Mantilla,
2013), and is defined as a practice where an individual
or group use the Internet to harass, harm, or ridicule an-
other person using either a fake or real identity.

Female journalists across the world are facing dis-
crimination and harassment in the workplace and in pub-

lic. In addition to existing barriers, personal attacks via
online comments, threatening emails, and social media
posts represent a serious threat to the participation of fe-
male journalists. Even in countries that are relatively safe
for journalists, online misogyny is becoming the norm
for many female journalists (Adams, 2018). While the
Internet is an important tool for journalists to acquire
and disseminate information, it is also being used for
practices such as public shaming, cyberstalking, and in-
timidation, among others. Early feminist Internet schol-
ars (Hayles, 1999; Plant, 1996) were optimistic about the
digital platform’s potential to surpass gender-based dis-
crimination in interactions. However, it was quickly ap-
parent that the online world was not resistant to dis-
crimination or abuse. Various studies (Bartlett, Norrie,
Patel, Rumpel, & Wibberley, 2014; Nadim & Fladmoe,
2019) show that online harassment has stronger effects
on women than men.
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The digital platform has created a forum of free ex-
pression, contributing to a democratization of the pub-
lic sphere (Ash, 2016). The Internet has also a unique
opportunity to challenge the extent of male social
dominance. However, various threats associated with
technologies are silencing the diverse voices needed
for a well-functioning democracy. Some studies (Harris,
Mosdell, & Griffiths, 2016; Henrichsen, Betz, & Lisosky,
2015) contend that gendered assumptions are present
even in cyberspace making it challenging to obtain gen-
der equality.

As online interaction has been normalized as a part of
journalists’ routine in the age of digital journalism (Chen
& Pain, 2017), the Internet is also creating a new sphere
in which female journalists are likely to face harassment.
Many journalists are expected to have an online pres-
ence and converse with the public through social media,
however, those conversations often become misogynis-
tic (Chen & Pain, 2017). It is also contended that online
harassment has further increasedwith the emergence of
social media such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter
(Hackworth, 2018, p. 52). An analysis of reader com-
ments within The Guardian newspaper’s online content
shows that articles written by female journalists received
a higher proportion of hateful comments (blocked by
moderators as a proxy for abuse and dismissive trolling;
Gardiner, 2018).

A study by Demos, a think-tank in the United
Kingdom, found that “journalism is the only category
where women received more abuse than men, with fe-
male journalists receiving roughly three times as much
abuse as their male counterparts” (Demos, 2014). Many
female journalists today are experiencing harassment
on the Internet because of their gender (Adams, 2018;
South Asia Media Solidarity Network, 2016). Similarly,
a poll of the International Women’s Media Foundation
(IWMF, 2014) found that two-thirds of respondents re-
ported facing intimidation as well as violent and sexual
threats online in response to their work.

Journalists should not have to work in fear due to
their job or gender. However, resistance to female jour-
nalists in male-dominated industries such as the news
media is not a new phenomenon. Feminist media re-
searchers from all around the world have long empha-
sised the issue of female journalists’ safety, particularly
the issue of harassment in the workplace and in public
(Joseph, 2005; Ross, 2004). The majority of recent stud-
ies have examined texts used in online abuse. However,
there have been limited studies concerning online ha-
rassment and the experiences of female journalists. The
studies are even more limited in the case of develop-
ing countries such as Nepal because Internet-related is-
sues are often ignored as a ‘first-world problem.’ This
study aims to examine Nepalese female journalists’ ex-
periences of online harassment, seeking to determine
whether such cases of harassment are of a personal or
professional nature. In addition, this research focuses on
how such incidents impact the work experience of fe-

male journalists (in terms of reporting and expressing
their views online) and journalism as a whole.

1.1. Background: The Nepali Context

The Internet has become vital for journalists to do
their job across the globe, and Nepal is no exception.
Internet penetration which was less than 10 percent,
around a decade ago has now reached more than 67
percent of Nepal’s population as of August 2019 (Nepal
Telecommunications Authority, 2019). Not only has the
number of Nepalese online news portals reached 1,380
(Press Council of Nepal, 2018), journalism as a whole is
moving into the digital space. It may be contended that
the changes that have taken place in journalism prac-
tices make the issue of online harassment of journalists,
mainly women, increasingly important.

The majority of journalists have access to broad-
band Internet, and while this has facilitated their day to
day reporting, it can also make them vulnerable to on-
line abuse. Nepal continues to face widespread gender-
based discrimination and it is clear that these prob-
lems are being replicated online. Incidents of online-
based crime have almost doubled in 2019 in Nepal,
compared to the previous year, according to statis-
tics of Metropolitan Police Division (2019, as cited in
Manandhar, 2019).

Following the end of the decade long armed con-
flict in 2006, the number of women is rising in male-
dominated fields such as the military, politics, and jour-
nalism. According to the Federation of Nepali Journalists
(2017), the number of female journalists has increased
to 18 percent, from around five percent in 2005. Despite
this, participation in and representation of women in
journalism is such that it continues to be a masculine do-
main (Koirala, 2018). The point of departure of this arti-
cle is that online harassment poses an additional threat
to the participation of women in a male-dominated pro-
fession such as journalism. Although gender trolls may
have individual motivations for harassment, Mantilla
(2015) opines that widespread misogyny found on web-
sites perpetuate a distinct form of violent gender abuse
within Internet culture.

Despite the evidence, experiences of online harass-
ment have not yet been studied inmuch detail. Although
the scope of the study is limited to Nepal, it may be that
the Nepali experience proves relevant in countries with
a similar socio-cultural background. Various studies also
show that gender and media matters reveal more com-
monalities than differences (Joseph, 2005; The World
Association for Christian Communication, 2015).

2. Theorising Gender, Media, and Technology

To examine the experiences of online harassment, this
article draws on the broader context of feminist theo-
ries, media, and technology. As presented above, prob-
lematic features of old media have transferred onto new
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media as well. Emma A. Jane (2016) contends that there
is a similarity between contemporary gendered cyber-
hate and key social problems (namely rape, domestic vi-
olence, and workplace sexual harassment) addressed by
second-wave feminists. It may be contended that gen-
dered online harassment is a reflection of the cultural
understanding of gender and women’s inferior place in
society. Gendered online hate is rooted in “old” misogy-
nistic discourses that insist onwomen’s inferiority tomen
(Jane, 2014).

Early feminist Internet researchers were deeply di-
vided by the utopian or dystopian nature of online
spaces. Many early studies of cyberfeminism tended to
either demonize or celebrate the potential for online
feminism (Schulte, 2011, p. 729). However, most of the
feminist interventions into new media at present have
always offered a way to balance the hyperbolic utopic
and dystopic framings of technologies (Shaw, 2014, p. 1).
However, much scholarship conceptualizes online abuse
as something different from a real-world problem. In a
country like Nepal, where the digital world is still a new
phenomenon, harassment and abuse of the Internet fail
to draw attention. The technologically deterministic ap-
proaches focus on the differences between online abuse
and physical harassment due to the former’s anonymity
and the lack of accountability online; stressing the need
to regulate online activities. I argue that what happens
in the ‘virtual world’ is experienced in the real world
by real people, making it a serious issue. Some schol-
ars such as Megarry (2014, p. 47) stress the need for
online harassment to be conceptualized as a practice
which excludes women’s voices from the (digital) public
sphere. This brings us to the explanation of Shaw (2014,
p. 2) who contends that similar to all racism and sex-
ism, it arises from a position of privilege created via the
same historical events that made “tech culture” a par-
ticular form of masculine culture. Similarly, a study by
Dale Spender (1980, as cited in Adams, 2018, p. 4) has
shown that abuse can result in exclusion from the pub-
lic domain. It may also weaken democracy as women are
prevented from exerting influence in the culture (Byerly
& Ross, 2006).

Various studies on gender and media show that
women are still discriminated against and are denied
fair representation (Byerly, 2016; Byerly & Ross, 2006).
There is a link between women’s participation in a male-
dominated area such as journalism and the sexist abuse
they encounter (Adams, 2018). British author Sadie Plant
(1996) discusses how the “digital revolution” marks the
decline of masculine hegemonic power structures, as
the Internet is a non-linear world which cannot be or-
dered or controlled. Previous studies have shown that
in any sphere, men fear a loss of power when women
pushback a boundary for gender equality (Beard, 2014;
Megarry, 2014, p. 48). Individual responsibility, ignoring
the abuse, or even denying the truth that there is abuse,
are some of the central themes discussed by women as
they talk about their experience of online abuse (Ahmed,

2016; DiCaro, 2015). These responses illustrate the ar-
guments of postfeminist media culture within which fe-
male journalists operate. Drawing from the post-feminist
discourse, Rosalind Gill (2007) emphasises autonomy
and free choice whereby women are “called on to self-
manage, self-discipline.” These discourses of individual-
ism diminish gender politics as various forms of discrim-
ination are “framed in exclusively personal terms in a
way that turns the idea of the personal-as-political on its
head” (Gill, 2007, p. 153). Similarly, in the early 1960s,
rape, domestic violence, and workplace sexual harass-
ment were trivialized and mocked, often being regarded
as a personal matter (Citron, 2014, p. 22).

The gender hierarchy poses a difficult problem for fe-
male voices which goes beyond the public/private divide.
Speaking in public is considered to be deviant to the tra-
ditional role of women and various studies have shown
that womenwho do not conform to their traditional gen-
der roles are disproportionately targeted for harassment
(Megarry, 2014, p. 49).

I argue that gender-based harassment is intended
to reinforce the patriarchy, where women are expected
to be a submissive victim. Despite the similarities be-
tween online and offline misogyny, its anonymous na-
ture and its potential to rapidly travel to a vast audience
make tackling online harassment a greater challenge
(Gagliardone, Gal, Alves, & Martinez, 2015). I contend
that there is a need to address the new theoretical chal-
lenges raised by the digital age in feminist scholarship.

Drawing from various feminist media theories, I ar-
gue that hegemonic masculinity allows men to maintain
hierarchical status over women as men continue to rule
the world of news media. The concept of hegemonic
masculinity has been used in feminist media studies to
explain men’s power over women. The theory also has
been used to explain men’s use of violence to legitimize
traditional gender hierarchies. I contend that online ha-
rassment can also be considered as a form of violence
to suppress female journalists. Feminists also contend
that sexual harassment (online or offline) are a result of
a deeply entrenched patriarchal gender system that dis-
criminates against women and favours “a dominant nor-
mative form of masculinity” (Uggen & Blackstone, 2004,
p. 66). While the study attempts to examine the find-
ings of the study in relation to more than one strand of
feminism, it relies heavily on the argument of second-
wave feminism. Drawing from the arguments of second-
wave feminism it may be contended that individual expe-
riences of online harassment are linked to sexist power
structures, meaning the ‘personal is political.’ While
there is a growing body of work exploring online harass-
ment, there remains limited empirical or theoretical in-
sight into the impact of such harassment. The analysis
presented here focuses on the nature of the harassment
and its impacts. This will allowme to further explore how
the experience of abuse intersects with aspects of gen-
der equality, press freedom, and identity politics.
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3. Methods

This research is feminist in nature as it mainly focuses on
the experiences of women’s harassment. A topic often
marginalized in academic research. As a former journal-
ist, I was curious to examine what was the nature and im-
pact of online harassment on women’s professional and
personal lives. I have employed qualitative analysis to ex-
plore the following research questions: 1) What is the
nature of online harassment as experienced by female
journalists in Nepal? 2) How has it impacted their per-
sonal and professional lives? 3)What strategies are being
adopted to combat the issue? Qualitative in-depth inter-
views were carried out with some of the analyses being
enriched by my previous experience of working as a jour-
nalist in Nepal. The interviews were semi-structured—
we followed an interview guide in order to get answers to
the same questions from all interviewees, while also be-
ing able to adapt to the particularities of each interview.

3.1. Qualitative In-Depth Interview

Qualitative in-depth interview is one of the traditional
forms of data collection. One of the main advantages of
this method is it maximises data quality while minimis-
ing nonresponses. In-depth interviews are often used to
seek information in highly sensitive projects (Lavrakas,
2008). While 26 interviews were conducted by the au-
thor personally, the remaining 22 were conducted with
the help of a research assistant. The research assistant
joined me for around ten interviews to become famil-
iar with the approach and focus of the interview. All
the interviews were recorded and transcribed later. A re-
search assistant also helped me in the process of tran-
scribing the interviews. 48 female journalists based in
two major Nepalese cities—Kathmandu and Pokhara—
participated in this study. Most of the female journal-
ists identified themselves as news reporters and few as
editors or news coordinators. Majority of the reporters
were working with political and business departments.
The respondents included representatives of 12 different
Nepalese media institutions, including online, television,
radio, and print.

Before adopting the interview as the method of this
study, I attempted to conduct an online survey of around
120 journalists. The initial aim of this research was to
reach the widest possible range of journalists. While few
of the respondents returned the questionnaires,many of
them were reluctant to participate even with a month-
long deadline. This was not surprising given the busy
nature of newsrooms and the sensitive topic in a com-
paratively rigid culture. Only 22 journalists filled in the
form after several follow-ups. I used the findings of the
online survey to further refine my interview questions.
Otherwise, the findings solely rely on the in-depth in-
terviews of the 48 journalists. The survey was also im-
portant to identify potential participants for the inter-
view. It helped me in the process of purposive sampling.

While the survey could have been more representative,
I had to go with personal in-depth interviews which may
have self-selection bias. As the objective of the study
is not simply to quantify the problem but also to con-
tribute to on-going efforts in combating the issue of on-
line harassment, I opine that the study has benefitted
from themethod of a qualitative in-depth interviewwith
semi-structured questionnaires. Despite the obvious fact
of selection-bias, in the second attempt, I went for the
in-depth qualitative interview with purposive sampling.
As it only covers only four percent (n = 48) of the coun-
try’s total number of female journalists, the findings
should be treated with caution. This research does not
claim that it is representative of the industry as a whole.
However, it aims to offer a deeper insight into female
journalists’ responses to abuse.

This study aims to examine the experiences of female
journalists faced with online harassment and to assess
how it has affected them and the news industry. While
harassment was not measured in absolute terms, jour-
nalists’ own assessment (never, sometimes, often) was
used. Subjects were divided into age groups of 21–25,
26–30, 31–35, 36 and above. Of these, the larger num-
ber were in the 21–25 age group. The questionnaire
had nine multiple-choice questions with the option to
comment (in some questions) with four of them being
open-ended. In cases where the subject reported not
having been harassed four questionswere skippedmean-
ing they were asked only nine questions. The duration of
the interview was 20 to 45 minutes and was conducted
mostly in their offices, colleges (in case of those who
were also studying in universities), or in coffee shops on
a few occasions. The interviews took place between 20th
February and 18th August 2019. All the participantswere
asked the same series of questions, with follow-up ques-
tions. While participants from various types of media or-
ganizations are included in the survey, only two cities,
Kathmandu and Pokhara, were included due to time and
resource limitations.

4. Findings and Discussion

These interviews with female journalists largely con-
firmed what had been found by previous studies—that
female journalists face harassment and abusemainly due
to their work and gender. Adding to previous studies
which have been based mainly in the first world, most of
these incidents were not reported in light of there being
a lack of proper policy as well as other cultural factors.

Respondents were asked if they have ever faced any
sort of online harassment. Asmany as 67 percent (n= 32)
said that they have experienced some sort of abuse on-
line. Only four percent (n = 2) said that they had expe-
rienced the abuse repeatedly. Participants could choose
the options: never, sometimes, or often. The higher num-
ber of victims may be mainly because of the country-
specific factor as journalism is considered a masculine
profession with more than 80 percent of the workforce
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being male. The findings indicate that the widespread
inequality and discrimination against women which re-
mains in Nepali society is increasingly being replicated
online (Koirala, 2019). Also, part of the problem is that
Nepali culture largely sees men’s sexism as something in-
nate rather than deviant. Eve teasing, sexists jokes, and
even domestic violence are culturally accepted in the
physical world (Koirala, 2018). Consequently, sexism is
deemed ‘normal’ and the sexist behaviours and com-
ments continue even in the digital world.

Comparison between age groups shows that women
in the 21–25 age group are more likely to report hav-
ing received harassment than their older colleagues. The
findings show that 82 percent (n = 18) of female journal-
ists in this group have experienced sexual and non-sexual
insults or threats online compared to only 50 percent
(n = 2) of women journalist above 35. The findings co-
incide with the results of other studies (Everbach, 2018)
that younger female journalists aremost likely to face ha-
rassment. While the harassment is experienced by the
participants of all age groups, McLaughlin, Uggen, and
Blackstone (2012, as cited in North, 2016, p. 8) argue
that women in higher positions are frequently harassed
compared to women in a subordinate position. However,
the findings of this study suggest that journalists in ju-
nior positions (74 percent, n= 28) are more likely to face
abuse online than their senior counterparts (44 percent,
n = 4). These findings may be partly justified with the
data of the age group which also suggests that younger
female journalists are more likely to be harassed. The
data, however, contradict the hypothesis of McLaughlin,
Uggen, and Blackstone.

Similarly, comparisons between the types of news
media organization showed another pattern of harass-
ment. The data indicate that female journalists working
with online news portals (90 percent, n = 10) and televi-
sion (80 percent, n = 12) were more likely to face harass-
ment compared to those working in radio (50 percent,
n = 6) and newspaper journalism (37 percent, n = 3).
This may be partly due to the nature of their work, which
keeps them onlinemore frequently andmakes them eas-
ily identifiable by the audience compared to journalists
from radio and print media.

4.1. Nature of Harassment

The other question asked was what sort of harassment
the female journalists encountered. Respondents were
allowed to select more than one option if needed. Out
of 32 who responded to this question 20 journalists (62
percent) stated that the harassment was sexist in nature
which involved comments about physical attributes and
gender. On the nature of harassment, 48 percent of re-
spondents (n = 15) stated that the harassment was sex-
ual in nature. They reported having received rape threats,
nude photos, and other harassment of a sexual nature
online. The studies (Kaur, 2012; Robinson, 2005) on gen-
der and harassment indicate the use of sexual harass-

ment/violence is considered a legitimate and expected
means to reaffirm that the public and private positions of
hegemonic masculinity which exist in the physical world
also exist in the online world.

Although this study did not include the experience
of male reporters, the gendered and sexual nature of
harassment indicates female journalists are more likely
to experience abuse than their male colleagues. Women
face sexual harassment more often than men, irrespec-
tive of their profession. Studies show that most of the ha-
rassment towards men occur in the form of name-calling
and attempts to embarrass; however, for women, the
most common formsof harassmentwere sexual in nature
(Stroud & Cox, 2018, p. 293). Seven of the respondents
(22 percent) also stated that they had also faced physical
threats online. Two of them were rape threats and the
other five featured abduction and physical attacks.

Drawing from feminist media theories, I argue that
hegemonic masculinity maintains that women don’t be-
long in public spheres such as newsmedia, and this study
confirms that barriers continue to prevent female jour-
nalists, from being as accepted as their male counter-
parts. One of the senior reporters of a daily business
newspaper stated:

We have a long way to go in creating equality in our
society and gendered treatment inside news media
organisations and sexist comments of the audience
is just a part of it….Our society still expects us to see
in traditional roles…cooking, taking care of the home.
(Interviewee, 17 February, 2019)

4.2. The Platform of Online Abuse

Respondents were also asked where (on which online
platform) they faced harassment. Out of 32 who re-
sponded to this question, 20 individuals singled out per-
sonal messaging apps and 18 identified social network-
ing sites. Five respondents said that Email was the plat-
form for harassment whereas only two mentioned on-
line news comments. A large number of female journal-
ists are facing harassment via personal messaging apps
such as Viber andWhatsapp. It suggests that most of the
harassment is private in nature. Studies (Adams, 2018;
Usher, Holcomb, & Littman, 2018) of the western world
indicate that harassment was more common in the form
of trolling and public posts. The findings of the inter-
view suggest that such practices were less frequent in
Nepal’s case. Nevertheless, some of the journalists ac-
knowledged that they have faced nasty comments in
public posts. While the Nepali news media have started
moderating online comments, news stories shared on
social media platforms continue to receive hateful com-
ments, mostly misogynistic.

Journalism is Nepal is largely dominated by men.
Female journalists in Nepal face various forms of discrim-
ination regarding their salaries and promotion prospects
(Koirala, 2018, p. 225). It is worrying that more than
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two-thirds of female journalists face harassment online.
Worse still, most of this harassment is sexual in na-
ture and hardly reported. Participation of female jour-
nalists in Nepal is limited to 18 percent of the work-
force (Federation of Nepali Journalists, 2017). Men al-
ways have dominated journalism and when women en-
ter this sphere, they challenge men’s power and control
(Everbach, 2018). Online harassmentmight be one of the
ways to resist women’s entry into journalism.

4.3. Offenders of Online Harassment

The next question of the interview tried to identify who
the perpetrators were. Unlike the findings of other stud-
ies (Adams, 2018; IWMF, 2014) which suggest a larger
number of offenders tend to be male colleagues/bosses,
only 15 percent (n = 5) of the online-based abuse was
committed by their male colleagues or males in a senior
position.More than 62 percent (n= 20) of the abusewas
from someone who could not be identified. Around 22
percent (n = 7) of the respondents stated that the ha-
rassmentwas fromnews sources or people they knewon
a personal level. Three respondents also stated that they
had been asked for sexual favours in exchange for a news
story via email and Facebook messenger. One of the re-
spondents stated that the person was a senior officer at
the ministry: “He was not direct but the implied mean-
ing of the email was what will I get in exchange for this
news story. Can you and I go somewhere quiet and ro-
mantic for a drink to discuss it [the information for news]
further,” she quoted him as saying (personal communica-
tion). Ammu Joseph’s (2005) research with female jour-
nalists also found that character assassination, touching,
and demands for sexual favours were some of the types
of harassment reported by the female journalists. While
the medium for harassment has changed over time, the
findings indicate that male news sources feel entitled to
sexual favours in exchange for news stories.

The study shows that most of the harassment was
coming from anonymous users and 18 percent of the
online harassment incidents were from male colleagues.
One of the participants stated that in most of the in-
stances harassment had come from an unidentified ac-
count and she never bothered to find the perpetrator.
She said:

If I had tried to find out the offender, maybe I could….I
just wanted to forget the incident and move for-
ward…I thought I would be devastated if I find out the
offenderwas someone I knowat a personal level. (per-
sonal communication)

The findings indicate that the anonymity provided by the
Internet gives perpetrators greater courage to humiliate
their victims.Most of their interactions take place in pub-
lic spaces, surrounded by many people, whereas in on-
line conversation they find the ‘privacy’ which they lack
in their offices.

4.4. Influence of Online Harassment

Studies have shown that experiences with online harass-
ment can incite fear and other emotional symptoms. It is
argued that it can also lead individuals to become more
cautious in expressing their views (Gelber & McNamara,
2016; Nadim & Fladmoe, 2016) and silence journalists
(Henrichsen et al., 2015). I contend that online harass-
ment of women is a form of sex discrimination that
may cause short-term as well as long-term harm. It is
meant to silence and humiliate women who try to en-
termale-dominated spaces (Barak, 2005; Vitis &Gilmour,
2017). To examine the influence of online harassment,
the respondents were asked how the harassment im-
pacted their personal and professional lives. The major-
ity of the respondents who received abusive messages
reported that it had a significant impact on them. Most
of the respondents who received harassment repeatedly
stated that they found the experience ‘traumatic.’ One of
them (television presenter/reporter) discussed how the
repeated incidents were discouraging her from continu-
ing in the profession:

I have encountered repeated harassment about my
looks and physical attributes from unknown people
online….Oneof themwas also a rape threat….The com-
ments can be so vulgar that I am hesitant to share the
details…thismakesme very conscious aboutmyself….I
struggle to concentrate on my reporting and find my-
self discouraged. (Interviewee, February 20, 2019)

A political reporter shared her experience of being a tar-
get from an opponent party while reporting a news story
concerning ‘shut-down protest.’ Because of the repeated
incidents of similar harassment, she stated that she was
considering changing career shortly. She said:

I received several messages on my Facebook and
Twitter, most of them in the form of private messages.
It included physical threats and some of the com-
ments were also sexist in nature….I am so frustrated
that I want to leave this profession. (Interviewee,
July 22, 2019)

Five of the respondents said that they considered chang-
ing their career at some point after facing harassment.
This is particularly alarming given that participation of fe-
male journalists is already low in Nepal. With an increas-
ing number of media houses, there is tough competition
for opportunities. However, female journalists argue that
the work environment is not ‘women-friendly’ and the
experiences of the online world are adding to their woes.
One of the Pokhara based news reporters highlighted
how repeated sexist comments were an additional bur-
den to bear on top of her high workload:

I’ve tried my best not to let cyber-bullying impact my
news reporting but there are many occasions when
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I feel discouraged….While I know my job has been
so easy because of the Internet…online experience is
just adding problems to our already challenging pro-
fession. (Interviewee, July 22, 2019)

While the trolling and bullying online was usually from
people they did not know or from fake accounts, respon-
dents had also received such abuse from someonewithin
their circle. One of the radio correspondents in her late
twenties says:

Harassment makes it uncomfortable to cover a spe-
cific area if your harasser is your news source….I know
it was an important news story but I simply dropped
the story as covering it meant to reach the same per-
son [offender] time and again. I have experienced ha-
rassment in a face to face interview too but it just
gets nastier and unbearable when it is online. The
harassment is more indirect in physical communica-
tion…they [news sources] imply certain things like
they want ‘something’ in exchange for news…it is not
very direct. (Interviewee, February 21, 2019)

The majority (60 percent, n = 19) of the female journal-
ists who have faced harassment said that they have lim-
ited their online activities or been more cautious while
sharing or posting something on social media platforms.
Three of them reported abstaining from controversial
topics while two of themdropped a news story, following
an incident of online harassment.

The comments reveal that the abuse was affecting
their opinion and journalistic content. Participants re-
ported that they avoidedparticular topics such aswomen
rights, feminism, and corruption to ‘save’ them from the
possible bullying. Most of the participants stated that
they were practising “self-censorship” in terms of con-
tent and style. One of the reporters also said that she
prefers being anonymous in controversial stories.

One of the senior reporters of a Pokhara based local
newspaper states:

There are times, I write, post, edit, and post and
delete. As I report on issues related to gender, my
posts and news stories seem too angry many peo-
ple….Because of the repeated incidents of intimi-
dation online as well as offline, I prefer to limit
my online presence, particularly on Facebook and
Twitter….Most of the time they [offenders] attempt
to shut us down in the name of “saving our culture.”
(Interviewee, July 22, 2019)

4.5. Combating Online Harassment

This study also examines the mechanisms used by fe-
male journalists to curb such abuse. Emma A. Jane (2016,
p. 2) suggests that combating online harassment requires
a combination of individualism as well as collectivism—
in what could be described as a hybrid of second- and

third-wave approaches. The third-wave of feminism be-
gan in the 1990s as a backlash against the second-wave
of feminism and began to apply feminist theory to a
wider variety of women in terms of colour, sexuality,
and other characteristics. Some of the popular strategies
have been around hashtag campaigns such as #Metoo
and #Everydaysexism. However, most of the strategies
shared by the participants were more individual in na-
ture. This indicates that there is a lack of solidarity when
it comes to the issue of harassment. Nevertheless, the
findings show that the female journalists with greater ex-
perience were more aware of the need to report the is-
sue and also had developed strategies on dealing with
the abuse. Respondents were asked: What strategies do
you (as a woman journalist) use to avoid/minimize inci-
dents of harassment online or to help you deal with the
abuse? Participants were allowed to pick more than one
option andwere asked to add additional strategies if they
had one.

Out of the 32 responses received, 20 (62 percent)
mentioned ignoring the abuse. Themajority of them sug-
gested that they had to develop a ‘thick skin’ to cope
with the harassment. One of the online news reporters
pointed out that the major strategy was to be strong
hearted like a man. She went on to say that although on-
line abuse was unacceptable the easiest way seemed to
be just to ignore as if it had never happened (personal
communication). This indicates that some of the journal-
ists are adapting to become “one of the boys” (Melin-
Higgins, 2004, p. 199); embracing this strategy and re-
jecting their female gender to fit in with the masculine
normative is highly likely to impact news production by
reducing the diversity of voices.

Only two of the respondents said that she informed
her employer so that they might take action. Likewise,
14 (44 percent) of them also mentioned that they had
deactivated their accounts or had kept offline for a time.
Being forced to stay away from the Internet means their
voices were silenced.

Three of the respondents said that they haddiscussed
the issue in the forum of female journalists or amongst
themselves. None of them mentioned reporting it to the
police. It may be mainly because offenders continue to
enjoy impunity in the absence of any strict laws relating
to cyber-harassment or themale-dominant culture of the
news media which allows perpetrators to operate freely.

Two of the respondents also reported the abuse to
Facebook. This indicates that at least some female jour-
nalists are aware of how to seek help from online plat-
forms to stay safe. The other questions were included to
examine hownewsmedia organisationswere addressing
this issue.

Respondents were asked if they thought their organ-
isation was helping them (and their colleagues) to cope
with cyber harassment. Only four out of 48 respondents
stated that they were positive about their organisations’
approach against harassment online as well as offline.
The majority of them expressed doubt that their media
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house was equipped to deal with such issues.
One of the respondents working in an online news

portal said:

Nobody has ever talked about it [any sort of harass-
ment]. We [female journalists] still hesitate to report
it to our boss if we are harassed physically. So, report-
ing online harassment might be ridiculed. Many of us
are not even sure what extent of harassment is bear-
able and what should be reported….Organisational
policies on such issues would have helped but
we don’t have one that deals with cyber-attacks.
(Interviewee, February 26, 2019)

Only one of the respondents reported having stayed on
the sidelines while reporting a news story on domestic
violence. Three other of the 32 respondents stated they
had dropped a news report or avoided reporting on a par-
ticular issue due to their fear of abuse.Quantitatively, the
number might not seem huge. However, these findings
show a trendwhere harassment is influencingwomen on
a professional and emotional level with increasing num-
bers of female journalists limiting their activities online
as a coping mechanism against harassment. The under-
reporting of online harassment suggests that ‘the cul-
ture of shame’ and the apparent hegemonic masculinity
is forcing female journalists to remain quiet. The victim-
blaming culture is another aspect of Nepali societywhich
results in many victims, including those in journalism,
preferring not to disclose such incidents.

The findings suggest that female reporters are re-
maining silent for fear of being shrugged off by their se-
niors. Female journalists are making conscious decisions
to maintain low profiles and steer clear of issues likely to
ignite cyberbullying. Based on this study, female journal-
ists have mostly been bullied via social media—mainly
Facebook—possibly to its status as one of the preferred
social media platforms.

Most of the respondents stated that they were try-
ing to curb the issue of harassment on a personal level.
I argue that there are no personal solutions to this. Only
collective action can bring about a permanent reduction
in, if not an end, to gender-based harassment. Following
the “Me Too movement” (a large movement against sex-
ual harassment and assault in whichmedia began report-
ing widespread harassment by powerful male figures),
the potential of social media to strengthen the reach
of women’s activism by bringing women’s concerns to
the mainstream media (Carter Olson, 2016) is being ex-
plored. However, in Nepal’s context, there is still a long
way to go as journalists who are responsible for expos-
ing such issues are shying away from reporting the issue
of their own harassment.

5. Conclusion

This article shows that female journalists are being sub-
ject to online abuse, forcingmany of them to be silenced.

The experiences of female journalists indicate that the
Internet sustains sexist abuse, objectification of women,
and male hegemony. For most of the women who partic-
ipated in the research, abuse actually worsened due to
their work in the news media industry. The online abuse
is not only negatively affecting women’s lives, but also
their journalism. I contend that if women’s voices are
excluded (or silenced) due to online harassment, it be-
comes a threat not only to the exercise of free speech
but also to the functioning of democracy itself (Nadim &
Fladmoe, 2019, p. 12). The research indicates that online
harassment is forcing women to be marginalised from
the media industry (Byerly & Ross, 2006, p. 231).

The article has demonstrated that online harassment
is making female journalists cautious when expressing
their opinions. The findings also indicate that female jour-
nalists keep these incidents private which partly explains
why Nepali society is unaware of this issue’s prevalence.
The plurality of voices is one of the key indicators of a
democratic society. During the decade-long conflict, the
safety of journalists was at a record low due to deaths,
disappearances, and a number of physical attacks. While
the safety situation has improved since the end of the
armed conflict, the experience stated above poses se-
rious questions regarding the safety of journalists and
press freedom in Nepal.

Online harassment may have numerous conse-
quences including psychological, financial, and even
physical. As the findings indicate, after facing online
abuse, journalists become cautious for their own safety,
forced to self-censor, or stop reporting entirely, and even
change their profession. Globally, there is an increased
demand for digital safety to curb incidents of such abuse,
however, at present, few tools are available to help jour-
nalists. In Nepal’s context, as the study indicates, the ma-
jority of journalists lack the basic knowledge to create a
safe digital space.

According to the respondents, news organisations in
Nepal lack policies on digital security or even against
harassment. Besides law enforcement and adequate
laws against digital harassment, journalistic training
to promote awareness of the tools and strategies to
cope with harassment are also likely to be important.
Similarly, feminist interventions—crucial in combating
online harassment—have largely been absent in Nepal’s
case. As a result, there was no solidarity in the efforts
against harassment with most choosing an individual
strategy for a common problem.

The findings presented here should encourage more
research into the gendered nature of online harass-
ment. More detailed studies are necessary to examine
the impacts of such harassment. I have situated the is-
sue of online harassment particularly concerning the
‘second-wave of feminism’ which presents women as a
homogenous group whose interests are represented by
a single politics. While there are some advantages to
representing women as a single group, it may be chal-
lenging to address the issues of misogyny in cyberspace.
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While the focus of the study is on gendered harassment,
it has ignored the experiences of women of particular
castes, religions, as well as other categories. Future stud-
ies should include the experiences of female journalists
from particular racial groups, castes, ethnic groups, or
religions for an adequate exploration of online harass-
ment. Theoretically, future research may benefit from
broader arguments of feminism beyond the identity pol-
itics approach.
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1. Introduction

On October 15, 2017, actor Alyssa Milano, in a tweet,
urged all women who had experienced sexual harass-
ment (SH) to use the hashtag #MeToo in social me-
dia. In the next few days, the #MeToo movement was
born by millions of women worldwide sharing their sto-
ries using this hashtag. In Norway, many were surprised
by the extent of SH in what is often considered to be
one of the most gender equal countries in the world.
#MeToo cases relate to SH and abuse cases in asymmet-

ric power relations, for example between employer and
employee. The #MeToo campaign brought about a rad-
ical change of norms, with societies through #MeToo
starting to see SH as a structural problem that needed
to be taken seriously. The research on SH has also es-
calated in the wake of the campaign, with studies in-
vestigating the impact of #MeToo from the feminist, so-
ciological, journalistic, legal, and medical perspective,
including the impact on mental health outcomes (see
e.g., Rees, Simpson, McCormack, Moussa, & Amanatidis,
2019; Wexler, Robbennolt, & Murphy, 2019).
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The Norwegianmedia was a key player in the dissem-
ination of information about the #MeToo campaign. The
media is, however, at the same time made up of institu-
tions and workplaces that are at times characterized by
asymmetrical power relations. In this article, we investi-
gate the consequences of SH at work on media workers
from a psychological/mental health perspective. This is
the first Norwegian study that focuses specifically on the
SH of media workers.

2. SH and Coping Strategies

SH is defined as being unwanted sexual attention (UA)
that is perceived by the recipient as being offensive,
and which exceeds the individual’s coping resources or
threatens their well-being (Fitzgerald, Swan, & Magley,
1997; Isdal, 2016). Lack of mutual consent is the element
that defines SH. Unequal power relations, difficulties es-
caping a situation, and repetitive behavior add to the seri-
ousness of a SH situation (Orgeret & Vike Arnesen, 2019).
The definition of SH covers a wide range of behaviors,
these ranging from unwanted comments and sexually
charged staring to sexual assault and rape. A common
way of systematizing the content of the term is to divide
SH into physical, verbal, and non-verbal. Power is a key
concept in this context. Power can be defined as being
one person forcing their will upon another regardless of
the wishes or interests of the other person (Matthiesen
& Olsen, 2018), the centering of the #MeToo campaign
on SH as a misuse of power further reflecting this. Such
situations are often characterized by a hierarchical rela-
tionship of power between the persons involved and con-
textual factors such as repetitive behavior and low risk of
perpetrator consequences (Sletteland & Helseth, 2018).

The definition of SH is a topic of controversy. It is
both a legal and a phenomenological concept: “Whereas
legal definitions need to take the legislatures and judi-
cial decisions into account, the phenomenological ex-
perience of harassment is determined solely by the ex-
perience of the victim” (Nielsen, Bjørkelo, Notelaers, &
Einarsen, 2010, p. 253). SH is prohibited by Norwegian
law (Act Relating to Equality and a Prohibition Against
Discrimination, 2018). It is, even so, “a primarily psy-
chological experience best understood from a cogni-
tive grounded stress (coping) model rather than from a
strictly legal framework” (Fitzgerald et al., 1997, p. 25).
SH may therefore be associated with a reduction in job
satisfaction, lower levels of commitment to an organi-
zation, withdrawal from work, physical and mental ill
health, and symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder
(Willness, Steel, & Lee, 2007). The explanation that SH,
particularly repeated incidences, induces feelings of dis-
comfort that over time may lead to distress, can explain
many of these effects (Nielsen & Einarsen, 2012). The
field of research of workplace bullying and harassment
has expanded greatly in recent years. So have the num-
ber of studies of the long-term detrimental effects of this
upon targets’ health and well-being (Hogh, Mikkelsen, &

Hansen, 2012). We, in this study, follow the distinction
between levels of SH presented byMatthiesen andOlsen
(2018) and distinguish between UA and SH. Matthiesen
and Olsen (2018) define UA as being situations that re-
sult in negative perceptions, and SH as being situations
which relate to the enforcement of power. UA covers
a number of different types of inappropriate behavior
in which the perpetrator experiences the attention as
good and in which the target experiences this as being
negative. An example is receiving unwanted sexual ap-
proaches. Where the target manages to cope with the
situation by telling the colleague to stop giving this atten-
tion, such behavior can be experienced as being unwise
or inappropriate without being offensive. If the target
does not, however, manage to communicate this, or if
the perpetrator continues the behavior despite negative
feedback, then there is a risk that the target’s self-esteem
will be harmed, whichmay result in a feeling of being sex-
ually harassed, humiliated, and victimized (Matthiesen&
Olsen, 2018). The seriousness of the harassment is, of
course, closely related to the targeted person’s interpre-
tation of the experience. This interpretation may also be
closely related to her or his vulnerability, which in turn
may be affected by, for example, previous experiences
of sexual abuse or/and harassment (Kleppe & Røyseng,
2016; Nielsen et al., 2010).

The severity and manifestation of personal reactions
are, furthermore, closely related to the targeted per-
son’s coping strategy. Coping is a widely used term in
psychology and “refers to attempts to neutralize stress,
or as any action that protects people from being psy-
chologically or emotionally harmed” (Scarduzio, Sheff, &
Smith, 2018). Coping strategies are often divided into
twomajor types: problem-focused and emotion-focused.
Emotion-focused coping involves managing the emo-
tional responses to stressful situations. Problem-focused
coping involves taking control of the stressor, for exam-
ple removing the source of the stress or removing one-
self from the stressful situation. One way of removing
a stress source is to report the harassment to the tar-
get’s company, and letting the company solve the prob-
lem. Leaving the company or the department in which
the perpetrator works is also a way of removing one-
self from a stressor. This is an avoiding coping strategy
(Carroll, 2013). Previous research has indicated that SH
and UA can have severe negative effects upon both the
person targeted and the company, the effects being de-
termined by the coping strategy chosen by the victim.
Some coped by reporting the harassment to the com-
pany, others left the company (Kleppe & Røyseng, 2016).
Studies have shown that there is a lack of a culture of
reporting SH (Benavides-Espinoza & Cunningham, 2010).
The fear of retaliation and of the burden that can follow
reporting managers and colleagues for SH are also com-
mon reasons for not acting (Buchanan, Settles, Hall, &
O’Connor, 2014).

Vohlídalová (2015) links the lack of awareness of and
reactions to SH to a gender ideology that actively legit-
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imates SH. She argues that an example of legitimation
may be the tendency to trivialize and belittle SH and its
impact on targets, to prevent forms of behavior that are
legally defined as being SH being defined as such. This
is further reflected in the tendency to shift the solution
of SH from the institutional (i.e., organization action) to
the individual level, an important aim of the #MeToo
movement being to move this focus back from the indi-
vidual to a structural and institutional level. The increas-
ing tendency of seeing these threats to women in news-
rooms as a safety issue is also part of a trend focusing
more on a structural level than on the individual one only.
Furthermore, Nadine Hoffman, the Deputy Director of
the International Women’s Media Foundation, stresses
the importance of not dismissing SH as a workplace or
human resources issue. She instead argues that SH must
be treated as a safety issue and be taken as seriously as
the dangers of reporting from hazardous locations and
being targeted because of the coverage of an organiza-
tion or an issue. She also states that if these issues are
not addressed, then the impact will go beyond those in-
volved leaving the industry out of frustration or concern
for their safety (Hoffman, as cited in Young, 2019).

3. The Norwegian Scene

Norway has a well-organized work environment. Tariffs
and working conditions are regulated by national and
local collective agreements between employer organiza-
tions and the trade unions. This includes the media sec-
tor. Around 90% of the 9000 or so professional journal-
ists in Norway are members of The Norwegian Union
of Journalists (NJ). One out of ten journalists are free-
lancers, the remainder being temporary or staff em-
ployees. Around 45% of journalists are women. Most
editors are members of The Association of Norwegian
Editors (NR), which has around 800 members, one third
being women (NJ, 2018; NR, 2019). The Norwegian
Broadcasting Corporation (NRK), Norway’s public service
broadcaster, has 3000 employees and is the largest me-
dia company in Norway. Around 1700 NRK employees
are NJ members. The commercial television broadcaster
TV2 is the second largest media house in Norway and
has around 750 employees, 340 being NJ members. The
next media houses ranked by size are the traditional
newspaper houses of Schibsted, Amedia, and Polaris
Media. These own around 70% of the 225 local, regional
and national media houses (Norwegian Audit Bureau of
Circulations, 2019; Norwegian Media Authority, 2019).
The daily media consumption per inhabitant in Norway
is, for a country with a population of less than 5 million,
one of the highest in the world (Statistics Norway, 2019).

Employer and employee organizations in the me-
dia sector have cooperated since 1980 to conduct of
a number of national surveys on working conditions.
Harassment, threats, and violence were major issues for
editors and journalists in the 2012 survey. However, the
inclusion of SH in newsrooms in the questionnaire was

not even thought about until the #MeToo campaign hit
Norwegian media companies, the campaign impacting
this sector as hard as other parts ofworking life.Media or-
ganizations responded by launching a web-based survey
in 2017. All media employees were invited to participate
in this national investigation of SH in the media sector.

The primary goal of the #MeToo campaign was to
uncover SH in the workplace that is characterized by
asynchronous power relations. This type of hierarchical
power can emerge in the media sector between man-
agers or other superiors and journalists, particularly be-
tween superiors and temporary workers. Media organi-
zations have undergone a considerable number of reor-
ganizations and staff downsizing rounds in recent years,
the use of temporary workers consequently increasing
(Grimsmo&Heen, 2013). This provides an additional rea-
son for looking into this issue. The survey also focused
on differences due to gender, age, and employment sta-
tus. How targets/victims cope with unwanted attention
was also a topic of investigation. The survey therefore
also examines the extent towhich different demographic
groups chose an offensive strategy of reporting harass-
ment to the company, or a defensive coping strategy of
avoiding the perpetrator.

The major findings of the survey describe the extent
of SH and UA in media companies and were presented
in December 2017 (NJ, 2017). The survey revealed that
4% of journalists and editors had experienced SH in the
previous six months, while 23% had experienced at least
one type of UA at work in the same time period. One
out of five cases were, furthermore, typical #MeToo
cases in which the perpetrator was a company superior.
The percentage rates for SH reported in these finding
may be considered to be low. They are, however, four
times higher than those recorded in a similar study of
Norwegian working life in general (Nielsen et al., 2010).
Media organizations followed up the results by imple-
menting concrete action plans that were aimed at chang-
ing attitudes to and sharpening awareness of SH.

Little attention was, however, given to the coping
strategies of targeted journalists in the initial data analy-
sis, and in subsequent debates and implemented actions.
Coping strategies, however, represent a major issue. We
therefore decided to carry out a separate analysis of
those who reported harassment to their company and
those who chose an avoiding strategy. The first analy-
sis showed only 14% of SH incidents were reported to
media houses (Idås & Backholm, in press). Female jour-
nalists reported more frequently than male colleagues.
SH that involved superiors (the #MeToo cases) was re-
ported less often than cases that involved other col-
leagues. Themost common reason for not reporting was
that the targeted person did not consider the incident
to be serious enough to be reported. The second most
common reason for not reporting was the fear of conse-
quences/retaliation (Idås & Backholm, in press).

In this study we will, however, investigate the issues
of SH and coping strategies in more detail and explore
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how Norwegian media houses address these challenges.
We in particular investigate media workers who chose a
defensive coping strategy (avoidance), by both looking
into demographics (gender, age, and employment) and
by investigating whether the perpetrator’s position in a
media house influenced the target’s coping strategy. The
leading research question therefore consists of three in-
terrelated parts: To what extent are journalists exposed
to SH? What coping strategies do they use? How can
newsrooms be better prepared to fight SH, from the per-
spective of safety of journalists?

4. Methods

A mixed methods approach was used to investigate
the three interrelated research questions. The first part
of the article presents findings from a quantitative
questionnaire survey of Norwegian journalists and ed-
itors. The second part discusses aspects of these find-
ings through qualitative in-depth interviews with editors
and journalists who covered the #MeToo campaign in
Norwegian media houses. The two methods were there-
fore employed sequentially, findings from the survey in-
forming the qualitative interviews.

4.1. Participants and Procedures

The questionnaire for this study was launched in
November 2017, just a fewweeks after the #MeToo cam-
paign arrived in Norway. It was distributed by email to
all working members of NJ (n = 6303) and NR (n = 730).
A total of 3626 journalists and editors responded. The re-
spondents were asked whether they were members of
the NJ or the NR. The 3143 respondents who stated they
were a member of NJ were considered in this study to
be journalists. The 499 who stated they were a member
of NR were considered to be editors. The response rate
was 50% for NJ members and 68% for NR members (see
Table 1).

We furthermore selected 12 interviewees from six
major Norwegian media houses for qualitative in-depth
interviews. The media houses were chosen to provide
a mix of national and regional houses, and different
types of ownership. The interviewees were purposively
selected. All had covered the #MeToo campaign. This
was not a necessity for being able to say something about
how newsrooms could be better prepared to fight SH.
This subgroup was, however, chosen because discussing
SH with journalists who had covered issues relating to

misuse of power, UA, and SH in the light of the #MeToo
campaign, could provide a more nuanced content. Some
of the interviewees had answered the quantitative ques-
tionnaire. This was not, however, a precondition for be-
ing selected. The interviews lasted between 30 and 45
minutes and were carried out at the media houses in
Bergen and Oslo. They were semi-structured. We fol-
lowed an interview guide to ensurewe obtained answers
to the same questions from all interviewees. We also
pursued the particularities of each interview. The inter-
views took place between May and October 2018. They
were recorded and later transcribed. We were particu-
larly interested in using the qualitative interviews to ob-
tain comments on the quantitative findings and answers
to the third research question, which is how newsrooms
can be better prepared to fight SH.

4.2. The Questionnaire: Measures

The questionnaire was constructed by taking items from
other Norwegian studies on SH, and by developing a
number of items specifically for this study. The Bergen
SH Scale (BSHS) has been used to measure SH and UA
(Einarsen & Sørum, 1996). BSHS is a validated scale and
has been used in a number of studies on SH inNorwegian
working life (Kleppe & Røyseng, 2016; Nielsen et al.,
2010). Using BSHS in this study allows the results of the
#MeToo survey to be compared with other studies. The
scale consists of two parts. Part 1 measures exposure to
UA using an inventory of 11 items that assess the fol-
lowing types of SH: unwanted verbal sexual attention,
unwanted physical sexual behavior, and sexual pressure.
The respondents were asked how often they had been
exposed to each behavior in their present workplace
or at a work-related social event in the last six months.
Response choices were: 0 = Never; 1 = Once; 2 = 2–5
times; 3 = More than 5 times; 4 = I don’t know; and
5 = I don’t want to answer. A sum score was calculated
for thosewho responded 0–3 for each of the eleven ques-
tions, giving a possible range for the sum score of 0–33
(n = 3226). Those responding 4 or 5 were excluded from
the analysis. The items showed satisfactory internal con-
sistency in this study (Cronbach’s 𝛼 = 0.71). Part 2 asks
whether the respondent had been exposed to SH at work
in the last six months, without a concise definition of SH
being presented. The response alternativeswere: 0=No;
1 = Yes; 2 = I don’t know; and 3 = I don’t want to an-
swer. The data from those responding 0 or 1 were used
(n = 3591).

Table 1. Demographic data.

Member of NJ n = 3144 NR n = 499 Total n = 3627

Female 52% 33% 49%
Age ± 43 years ± 48 years ± 44 years
Staff employees 82% 99% 85%
Temporary employees 9% 0.4% 8%
Freelancers 9% 0% 8%
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4.3. Who Was the Perpetrator?

To investigate the type of perpetrators in #MeToo cases
in SH incidents in Norwegian newsrooms, we asked the
question: “Who was behind the harassment or abuse
that you were exposed to?” Response alternatives were:
1 = A workplace manager; 2 = A workplace colleague;
3=Another colleague; 4=Another person Imet atwork;
5 = Another person; 6 = I don’t know; and 7 = I don’t
want to answer. The categories were reconstructed to:
1 = A workplace manager; 2 = A workplace colleague;
and 3= Another person. 1346 respondents selected one
of these alternatives. Alternative 3 consisted of the orig-
inal categories 3–5.

4.4. Coping Strategies

We investigated how respondents coped with SH/UA by
using a scale that was developed by the Work Research
Institute to study hate speech against Norwegian jour-
nalists and editors (Hagen, 2015). Using this scale al-
lows data relating to the harassment/threatening of ed-
itorial staff by the public to be compared with journal-
ists/editors who have experienced SH and/or UA from
superiors and colleagues. The question was: “How were
you affected by the harassment or abuse?” The scale
consists of 13 items that cover the psychological distress
and consequences related to what we in this study label
“avoidance.” The options were: 1 = I have changed work
tasks to less visible ones; 2 = I have thought about quit-
tingmy job; 3= I have refrained from tasks; and 4= I have
changed job.

A score was constructed based on these options to
indicate the range of avoidance subtypes. The scale was:
0=No reactions; 1=One type of reaction; 2= Two types
of reactions; 3 = Three types of reactions; and 4 = Four
types of reactions (possible range= 0–4; n= 853). No re-
spondents reported all four types of reactions. A dichoto-
mous variable was also constructed, the response alter-
natives being 0 = No and 1 = Yes (score on at least one
of the four alternatives in the original scale).

4.5. Statistics: Analysis

Categorical and dichotomous variables were analyzed us-
ing Crosstabs and Chi-square tests. Combinations of cate-
gorical and continuous variables were analyzed using an
independent t-test and between-groups analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA).

Three demographic groups were used in the study:
gender; age; and type of employment (Table 1). All were
dichotomized. Age was dichotomized into 0 < 36 years
(n = 927) and 1 ≥ 36 years (n = 2699) and employment
into 0= Temporary employees (n= 288) and 1= Staff em-
ployees (n = 3045). The 22 respondents who answered
“I don’t know” and the 271 respondents who responded
“Freelancer” were not included in the analysis, as it can
be argued that they are not a part of the day-to-day life
of the newsrooms.

A categorical scale was constructed to analyze the
differences between those who had experienced harass-
ment: 0 = No harassment (n = 2773); 1 = Solely UA ex-
periences (n = 716); and 2 = SH experiences (n = 137).
Another categorical scale was created to investigate dif-
ferences between those who had never previously ex-
perienced harassment (0 = No harassment; n = 2773)
and those who had at least one experience of UA or SH
(1 = UA/SH; n = 853).

5. Results: The Questionnaire

We present here the main findings and results from the
first part of the study (the questionnaire). The results
of the frequency analysis are presented in Tables 1–7.
Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number.

3592 respondents responded to the single-itemques-
tion about SH. Of these, 137 (4%) claimed that they had
been exposed to SH at work in the last six months, 97 of
these (71%) being “in-house,” and involving 29managers
(22%) or 68 colleagues (50%). The perpetrator was some-
one else in 40 of the cases (29%). Frequency analysis in-
dicates that female journalists had beenmore frequently
exposed to SH bymanagers or colleagues thanmale jour-
nalists/editors (Table 2). Journalists younger than 36 had
been more frequently exposed to SH than colleagues

Table 2. Frequency of experienced SH in last six months.

Role of perpetrator: All Manager Colleague Others

All n = 3591 4% 1% 2% 1%
Female n = 1753 7% 1% 3% 2%
Male n = 1838 1% 0% 1% 0%
< 36 years n = 910 8% 1% 4% 2%
> 36 years n = 2681 3% 1% 1% 1%
Temporary n = 284 10% 1% 7% 1%
Staff employee n = 3023 3% 1% 1% 1%

Notes: A Chi-square-test indicated that there was a significant difference between the sexes for SH: 𝜒2 (1, n = 3225) = 61.24, p < 0.001.
This test also indicated a significant difference in SH scores between the age groups, 𝜒2 (1, n = 3225) = 42.13, p < 0.001, and between
temporary and staff employees, 𝜒2 (1, n = 2993) = 33.34, p < 0.001.
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≥ 36 years, and temporary workers more frequently ex-
posed to SH than staff employees.

5.1. UA

Almost one in four respondents (23%) reported having
been exposed to at least one type of UA at work in the
last six months. Of the 843 editors and journalists who
had been exposed to UA, 454 (54%) had experienced
more than one of the 11 types included in the survey,
while 557 (66%) had experienced one of the types more
than once in the last six months.

The scores for the different types of UA are presented
in Table 3. The survey indicates that “Unwanted com-
ments with a sexual content” and “Unwanted comments
about clothing, body, orway of living”were the twomost
frequently reported types of harassment. “Unwanted re-
quests/demands for sexual services with the promise
of rewards,” “Unwanted requests/demands for sexual
services with threats of punishment or sanctions,” and
“Sexual assault, attempted rape, or actual rape”were the
least reported types of harassment.

Of the 843 reported incidents of UA, 485 (58%) oc-
curred in-house. A manager was involved in 89 (18%) of
these cases, a colleague being involved in the remain-
ing 346 (82%) of in-house cases. The results presented
in Table 4 indicate that female journalists were more fre-
quently exposed to UA than male colleagues, that those
below36 yearsweremore frequently exposed than older
colleagues, and that temporary employees experienced
UA more frequently than members of staff.

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to
compare the UA scores for female and male journal-
ists/editors. There was a significant difference between
the female and male scores (M = 1.07, SD = 2.29 vs.
M= 0.33, SD= 1.18; t [2245.37]= 11.38, p< 0.001). This
test on age groups also indicated that therewas also a sig-
nificant difference between respondents below 36 years
and those ≥ 36 years (M = 1.12, SD = 2.29 vs.M = 0.54,
SD = 1.62; t [1095.60] = 7.79, p < 0.001). A t-test for
significant differences in UA-scores also showed a signif-
icant difference between the scores of temporary em-
ployees and staff employees (M = 1.03, SD = 2.14 vs.
M = 0.63, SD = 1.73; t [272.24] = 3.69, p < 0.001).

Table 3. Frequency of UA in last six months (split on 11 items).

Have you experienced Never Once 2–5 times > 5 times

Unwanted comments about clothing, or body, or way of living (n = 3558) 88% 5% 5% 1%

Other unwanted verbal comments with sexual content (n = 3516) 86% 5% 7% 3%

Pictures or objects with sexual content, which you experienced as 98% 2% 1% 0.1%
undesirable or unpleasant (n = 3583)

Being the object of rumors with a sexual content (n = 3436) 97% 2% 1% 0.1%

Sexually charged staring or glances, which felt uncomfortable (n = 3506) 93% 2% 3% 1%

Unwanted telephone calls or letters with sexual content (n = 3610) 98% 1% 1% 1%

Unwanted physical contact with sexual suggestions (n = 3592) 93% 4% 2% 0.3%

Unwanted sexual approaches that you experienced as uncomfortable, 97% 2% 1% 0.1%
but which did not contain promises of rewards or threats of
punishments or sanctions (n = 3595)

Unwanted requests/demands for sexual services with a promise 99.7% 0.1% 0.1% 0.1%
of rewards (n = 3614)

Unwanted requests/demands for sexual services with threats of 99.7% 0.1% 0.1% 0%
punishment or sanctions (n = 3615)

Sexual assaults, attempted rape, or actual rape (n = 3627) 99.9% 0.1% 0% 0%

Table 4. Frequency of UA in last six months (score on at least one item).

Role of perpetrator: All Manager Colleague Others

All n = 3626 23% 4% 10% 6%
Female n = 1777 34% 8% 17% 12%
Male n = 1849 13% 2% 5% 2%
< 36 years n = 927 35% 5% 17% 13%
> 36 years n = 2699 19% 4% 8% 7%
Temporary n = 288 37% 6% 19% 12%
Staff employee n = 3045 22% 5% 10% 7%
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5.2. Harassed by Who?

The study indicates that 22% of those who reported
SH/UA have been harassed by a manager, 48% by a
colleague, and 31% by someone outside the company
(Table 5). A Chi-square test for independence indicated
that there was a significant difference between the age
groups and the role of the perpetrator (manager, col-
league, or other), 𝜒2 (2, n = 706) = 8.37, p = 0.015. Chi-
square tests for the other two demographic groups did
not indicate significant variations: gender 𝜒2 (2, n = 706)
= 3.17, p = 0.21; employment 𝜒2 (2, n = 645) = 2.44,
p = 0.30.

5.3. Coping

Of the 853 who had experienced SH/UA at work, 123
(14%) reported reactions that can be interpreted as be-
ing a desire to avoid the perpetrator. The most typi-
cal reaction was considering changing job (7%), chang-
ing job (4%), or abstaining from duties (5%). The sum
scale for avoidance was higher among those who had
experienced SH than those who had only been exposed
to UA experiences (Table 6). A one-way ANOVA analy-
sis of variance indicated a significant variance in avoid-

ance between those without SH/UA experience, those
who solely had experienced UA and those who had ex-
perienced SH, F (2, 3623) = 97.0, p < 0.001. A post-hoc
comparison (Tukey HSD test) was used to identify where
the differences between the groups occurred. The com-
parisons indicated that the mean score for the “no ha-
rassment” group was significantly different (p < 0.001)
from that for those who had experienced UA (M = 0.03,
SD = 0.22 vs. M = 0.16, SD = 0.49) and SH (M = 0.03,
SD= 0.22 vs.M= 0.32, SD= 0.061). The comparison also
indicated a significant difference between the avoidance
scores of thosewho had experiencedUA or SH (M= 0.16,
SD = 0.49 vs.M = 0.32, SD = 0.061).

A further one-way ANOVA analysis was conducted to
explore the impact of the role of the perpetrator (man-
ager, colleague, or other) on the variance in avoidance
for respondents who had experienced SH/UA (n = 853;
Table 7).

The test indicated a significant variance in avoid-
ance for the three perpetrator groups F (2, 703) = 8.0,
p < 0.001. A post-hoc comparison (Tukey HSD test) was
used to identify where the differences among the groups
occurred. The comparisons indicate that the mean score
for those harassed by managers (M = 0.38, SD = 0.69)
was significantly different from those harassed by col-

Table 5. Harassed by who (SH+UA)?

Role of perpetrator Manager Colleague Other

All n = 706 22% 48% 3%
Female n = 548 22% 47% 32%
Male n = 158 22% 53% 25%
< 36 years n = 272 16% 52% 32%
> 36 years n = 434 25% 45% 29%
Temporary employee n = 90 16% 53% 31%
Staff employee n = 555 23% 49% 28%

Table 6. Frequency of use of avoiding coping strategy.

Type of harassment SH+UA SH UA

All n = 853 14% 26% 12%
Female n = 611 17% 28% 14%
Male n = 242 7% 14% 7%
< 36 years n = 327 16% 27% 12%
> 36 years n = 526 14% 26% 12%
Temporary employee n = 106 13% 11% 14%
Staff employee n = 671 14% 30% 11%

Table 7. Avoiding coping strategy and harassed by who?

Role of perpetrator Manager Colleague Other

All n = 706 29% 15% 13%
Female n = 548 31% 17% 14%
Male n = 158 20% 8% 8%
Temporary employee n = 90 50% 10% 7%
Staff employee n = 555 24% 15% 13%
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leagues (M = 0.19, SD = 0.50) and others (M = 0.16,
SD = 0.49). There was no significant difference between
the mean scores for avoidance for those harassed by col-
leagues and others. This indicates that SH/UA by a man-
ager had a significant negative effect on the working re-
lationship. For example, that the journalist left or consid-
ered leaving the company because of the manager’s be-
havior. The study did not indicate similar effects if the
SH/UA perpetrator was a colleague or someone outside
the media house.

6. Results: Qualitative Interviews

In this section, we look more closely into how the find-
ings from the questionnaire and the central results from
conducted interviews can be used to strengthen me-
dia houses in their fight against SH. Neither journalists
nor editors are neutral interviewees. They are strategic
decision makers who need to justify their conclusions.
Nevertheless, the interviews provide interesting insights
into aspects of how the safety and well-being of media
workers were reflected in newsrooms. We presented to
the journalists, during the interviews, the findings that
relate to the research question: “To what extent are jour-
nalists exposed to SH?” Femalemediaworkers are signifi-
cantlymore frequently the target of UA and SH than their
male colleagues. Those aged below 36 are more vulnera-
ble than those above. Temporary employees aremore ex-
posed than staff employees. The interviewees expressed
that these findings to a great extent reflect their experi-
ence of their lived realities within their respective news-
rooms. Most of the media workers were, however, sur-
prised at the high figure of 23% of media workers expe-
riencing one or more unwanted experiences in the last
six months:

The findings from the questionnaire research ques-
tion “What coping strategies do they use?” showed
that one of four who had experienced SH coped with
the situation through avoiding strategies such as con-
sidering a change of job or change of department
(Table 6). The findings indicated that those who had
experienced SH handled the situation by using avoid-
ing strategies to a significantly and much greater ex-
tent than those with solely experienced unwanted at-
tention. Both of these groups to a much greater ex-
tent considered a change of job or had alreadymoved
to another employer than those without SH/UA expe-
riences. 11% had left or considered leaving their job
due to SH or unwanted attention. The interviewees
found these numbers “shocking” when presented
with them. The numbers indicate that newsrooms
with a SH/UA culture are at risk of losing valuable em-
ployees. Some said that they saw this as “a wake-up
call.” (Personal communication, 2018)

The interviewees explained, when discussing how news-
rooms can be better prepared to fight SH from the per-

spective of safety of journalists, that their media organi-
zation had after #MeToo evaluated their rules and rou-
tines, and that the reporting routines had been evalu-
ated and communicated to all staff members:

Of course, there is a lot we should have done ear-
lier. There is a lot to learn from the #MeToo cam-
paign….This is not to say that SH was fully accepted
previously, but the way we treat it has changed.
(Personal communication, 2018)

A number of interviewees explained, when discussing
coping strategies, that they knew of someone who had
changed their field of work due to SH. A few also said
that this was a part of a broader picture that they had
not reflected onmuch until now. One argument that was
brought up in the discussions was the need to look at
the consequences of the harassment in a socio-economic
perspective:

Women have to find new jobs, workplaces need to
train new employees. We have to consider this as a
problem for the entire workplace culture and for soci-
ety, not just for the individual. (Personal communica-
tion, 2018)

At an almost philosophical level, there were discussions
in some newsrooms of “what is not there,” or rather of
“who is not here,” andwhat thismay imply for the quality
of journalism:

I’ve been thinking a lot about it during the #MeToo
campaign. Who we have lost, not necessarily only in
our field, but also in the film industry, academia, and
in politics. I have talked about writing a story about
it. But so far this has not materialized. I have to try
to get hold of those who simply quit or could not
stand it anymore because of SH. The important voices
we lost…it is so sad. It is definitely one of the conse-
quences. (Personal communication, 2018)

Some journalists explained that they had seen the ten-
dency for women to leave the scene due to a “rotten cul-
ture.” The interviewees also expressed that the support
of co-workers and superiors, and a culture of trust and
justice, made it easier to stand up to thosewho harassed:

We should not underestimate the value and the
power of the social meeting points in the journalis-
tic and cultural field. These are places where a lot
of important exchange takes place, which impact the
professional life. It is crucial that everybody feels safe
there. (Personal communication, 2018)

The findings also indicated that the SH/UA avoiding ef-
fect was significantly stronger among employees who
had been harassed by amanager than for those harassed
by a colleague at the same level or someone outside

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 1, Pages 57–67 64



the company. This tendency was particularly significant
among temporary employees, with 50% of those who
had experienced SH/UA by a manager responding that
they considered changing or had already changed job.
Fear of retaliation was a major reason for not reporting
an incident and for choosing an avoiding strategy. The
findings indicate that more than one out of five SH/UA
cases took place within an asymmetric power relation
(Table 5). The ratio of managers to employees is about
1:10 in Norwegian newsrooms (based on the number of
members in NJ and NR). Managers are therefore clearly
overrepresented as abusers in the statistics.

7. Conclusion: The Way Forward

All the interviewed journalists, when discussing how to
move forwards and to be better prepared to fight SH and
power abuse, stressed the importance of raising aware-
ness. A good example of this was the editor-in-chief of
a leading national newspaper who, in his welcoming ad-
dress to new temporary summer employees in 2018,
stressed the routines for reporting SH. This was the first
time such information had been given to interns. This
emphasizes the importance of healthy working relation-
ships and of being able to trust your co-workers and su-
periors. Some, however, felt that a great deal of focus
was centered on raising awareness among young media
workers, whereas awareness probably most needed rais-
ing among the older generation. The need to consider UA
and SH as being a problem of the entire workplace cul-
ture, and not just of the individual, was also frequently
mentioned in interviews. Some stressed the value of fe-
male mentors of a certain age. It was seen to be prob-
lematic that female journalists above 30 in many areas
became tired of an “unhealthy culture” and avoided so-
cial meeting spaces, whereas male colleagues continued
year after year. Some furthermore thought finding a bal-
ance between the seriousness of power abuse, without
demonizing all men, was challenging. The taboo relating
to the SH of men was also a topic that deserves more at-
tention (15% of those who experienced SH in this study,
n= 137,weremen). Onehypothesis is that the avoidance
effect is even higher amongmen exposed to harassment.
We therefore need to acknowledge the barriers that may
prevent a man from disclosing his experiences, such as
social expectations about what it means to “be a man.’’

We have seen that the threat of reprisals was thema-
jor reason for choosing a defensive strategy to SH. 26%
of respondents who had experienced SH reported that
it had impacted their journalistic work. This means that
these journalists will make professional decisions based
not on journalistic quality, but on protecting themselves.
We here see some clear parallels with the concept of self-
censorship in journalism. In this, journalism and the me-
dia are driven not by editorial concerns, but by fear. It is
commonly argued that there can be no press freedom or
independent journalism when fear of retaliation stalks a
newsroom (White, 2014).

Suppressing (young, female) voices through SH is also
a way of censoring important contributions to the pub-
lic sphere. The effect of journalists choosing avoidance,
leaving the profession, or choosing beats in which they
will be less visible is a loss to media houses and to the
public sphere. We have seen how self-censorship oper-
ates in relation to journalist security and freedom of ex-
pression. We have also seen how, particularly for female
journalists, misogynistic attacks can create a chilling ef-
fect that silences their voices and creates a deterrent to
freedomof expression that ultimately erodes freedomof
the press. Preventing SH is closely linked to knowledge
and awareness. It is easier to reject the trivialization and
belittling of SH when we are aware that such actions ex-
ist, and of its impact on targets.

The findings of the questionnaires and the interviews
stress the importance of having both a policy and a cul-
ture that emphasizes that UA is not tolerated. The find-
ings indicate that newsrooms with a negative social cli-
mate and a culture of SH/UA are at risk of creating psy-
chosocial problems, longitudinal consequences, and of
losing valuable employees. The potential for strengthen-
ing the cohesion and working environment of the edito-
rial staff by implementing a SH action plan was empha-
sized. So too was good information channels and the so-
cial support of co-workers and supervisors.

#MeToo has been called the biggest thing that has
happened since women were given the right to vote.
In Norway, the movement has breathed new life into
the 22-year old ban on SH. There is no doubt, based
on the backdrop of SH being illegal and a zero toler-
ance for this type of behavior in the media industry, that
media houses and media organizations still have impor-
tant work to do in this area. Thanks to the #MeToo cam-
paign, the issues of the SH of media workers and their
coping strategies are now increasingly seen as structural
problems and not just as individual level problems. This
means that these issues can and must be reacted to at
an organizational level, and be increasingly investigated
in terms of what they indeed are: threats to the safety
of journalists.
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1. Introduction

Despite awareness and a growing concern about the
threats and dangers faced by journalists covering wars
from the battlefield, dangerous assignments related to
politics, corruption, and human rights issues are the
ones for which most journalists have lost their lives
(Committee to Protect Journalists, 2019). Foreign war
correspondents have been scrutinized in (Western) re-
search, but less attention has been paid to the nu-

merous local journalists covering conflict in their home
environment. At the same time, globalisation, techno-
logical advancement, and new media development is
changing the scenery, posing new threats to journal-
ists’ safety (Høiby, 2016, 2019a, 2019b; Høiby & Ottosen,
2018). Globalisation and new technology are also blur-
ring the division between local and distant assignments.
Investigative projects increasingly happen through col-
laborative consortiums cutting through geographical bor-
ders, cultures, and contexts. Consequently, risks and
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threats in one area transit to another in which they may
not have appeared before. Another such often-neglected
part of journalists’ safety is legal risks. It is usually under-
estimated how understanding the legal environment in
which journalists are going to operate, prepares them to
better defend themselves and to avoid legal persecution
(Garrido V., 2017a, 2017b). These are all issues that de-
mand more attention from a journalist’s safety perspec-
tive. That said, our approach to journalist safety is not
to place the responsibility onto media organisations and
journalists alone. Yet, it is important to keep in mind that
training and manuals are constructed to secure individ-
ual safety; they do not aim to challenge the structures of
any society with a long-term objective. Therefore, in this
articlewe treat themas efforts tomitigate a problem that
is rooted in society, andmust be considered in the light of
the weaknesses of our social institutions and structures.

Through previous research, the authors of this arti-
cle have investigated threats and dangers faced by jour-
nalists in countries across the world (Uganda, Tunisia,
Nigeria, Nicaragua, Venezuela, the Philippines, Nepal,
and Norway), and found deficiencies in training man-
uals to tackle safety issues previously mentioned. This
article analyses five safety manuals and training con-
tent descriptions provided by two major international
trainers (AKE and HEAT) and three local ones, from the
Philippines, Venezuela, and the Arab region (the latter fo-
cusing specifically on gender issues). These are purposely
selected, and the aim of this article is merely to discuss
and present some aspects of the potential discrepancy
in content embraced in training and advice to journalists.
The sample does not provide a comprehensive picture of
journalist safety training on the market but indicates the
focus of some training manuals and courses available to
and used by journalists and trainers in these regions.

Research suggests that safety issues depend on con-
text in geography and culture, but also journalistic prac-
tice and type of assignment (Garrido V., Høiby, & Mitra,
2019). Among the manuals and content descriptions we
have analysed, the ‘international’ ones appear to have
taken geography and environment well into considera-
tion but put less emphasis on the type of story and in-
formation involved in the assignment. The ‘local’ training
manuals, on the other hand, appear to place the journal-
istic project and individual characteristics at the centre of
attention. The reason for this may be that the producers
of local safety training and/or manuals were journalists
themselves, while the producers of the so-called hostile
environment training were not. And it may not be sur-
prising that themanual offered towomen journalistswas
produced by awoman and published by an association of
women journalists.

Therefore, our research questions for this article are:

RQ1: To what extent, and how, does our sample of
training manuals and training content descriptions
address the safety issues facing local and interna-
tional journalists today?

RQ2: How do the manuals and content descriptions
in our selection overlap or differ from each other in
content and/or focus?

RQ3: How are issues related to contextual variations,
legal issues and digital issues addressed?

Throughout the article, we argue that training should
take into consideration local contexts (such as regime
type, state cohesiveness, and social institutions), global-
ization, technological advancement, legal issues, and dif-
ferences in journalistic practices, ethics, and media orga-
nizational routines. We conclude in this article that while
journalists may have much to gain from insights to the
battlefield, training designed to meet the safety require-
ments for journalists may have something to learn from
the journalism profession. Gender differences in threats
and dangers appear critically absent but it is imperative
to address them in both.

2. Theory on Journalist Safety Training and Manuals

In Risky Assignments: Sexing “Security” in Hostile
Environment Reporting (2007), author Carrie A.
Rentschler discusses the constructions of ‘risk’ and ‘se-
curity’ in post-9/11 training manuals for non-embedded
journalists preparing for assignments in so-called hos-
tile environments. Rentschler analyses how what she
terms “training documents” (i.e., manuals) “translate
ideas about risk and reporting, through the language
of choice, into sexed and gendered prescriptive cues
about securing professional comportment in the field”
(2007, p. 257).

Among the documents that were analysed in the
study was a 105-page text titled Practical Guide for
Journalists published by Reporters without Borders (RSF)
in 2002, aimed at preparing journalists for war report-
ing. Rentschler notes that like other “texts of its kind,”
the guide “draws its interpretive framework from the lin-
guistic coffers of risk management” and focuses heav-
ily on health and life insurance, first aid procedures, the
avoidance of minefields and recognition of weaponry
(Rentschler, 2007, p. 257).

The author’s main criticism of the documents analy-
sed, however, is not on the training contents per se, but
the masculinised and securitised form of presentation
in training documents. She emphasises the “culture of
risk awareness” addressed by the General Secretary of
the International Federation of Journalists’ 2003 training
manual titled Live News: A Survival Guide for Journalists
(cited in Rentschler, 2007):

There is an interesting story here to tell of the cur-
rent post-feminist, neo-liberal context in which some
of the dangers of journalism are being defined and
managed through client relationships between the
news industry and the private security industry—
relationships that become especially clear when
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articulated through training manuals. (Rentschler,
2007, p. 258)

While Rentschler points to the skewed presentation of
gender in some of these manuals, such as the male hero-
ism and female victimisation exhibited in their use of
photos, the manuals also fail to address the risks women
journalists face in the field. She concludes that “secu-
rity training by-and-large acts as if sex and gender mat-
ter little to the practice of journalism, despite its sexed
and gendered frameworks for portraying risk and safety”
(Rentschler, 2007, p. 274):

And feminists continue to remind us that war and
other hostilities are always gendered and raced re-
alities, as are the calls for security that seek to ad-
dress them. As neoliberal tools that re-inscribe sexual
and gendered power relations onto the bodies of re-
porters and news photographers, this analysis warns
us that discourses of security are never simply about
how to be safe in an increasingly threatening world.
(Rentschler, 2007, p. 275)

In the same fashion, a more recent study investigat-
ing the effectiveness and user satisfaction of journal-
ist safety training (here defined as hostile environment
training or hazardous training), points to a significant
gender gap in overall satisfaction between women and
men as themost imperative finding (Slaughter, Newman,
Brummel, & Drevo, 2018). Through a survey of 247 jour-
nalists, men (n = 131) reported higher satisfaction than
women (n = 116) on all four measures included in the
study, which were: 1) overall satisfaction; 2) whether
they would recommend the training to others; 3) satis-
factionwith the trainers’ knowledge; and 4) the content’s
sensitivity and accuracy concerning gender and diversity
threats (Slaughter et. al, 2018, p. 53).

Thus, an idea that should not be underrated in this
discussion is that the private security industry is a grow-
ing (and very profitable) business that profits more from
continuing to fuel such aspects of securitisation, heroism,
and masculinisation than from addressing the realities
and needs that can be met with expertise that already
exists within themedia’s own industry. We therefore sug-
gest that what appears as a shortcoming of sensitivity to-
wards gender, is in fact rather a symptomof the field from
which their competence derives—the security industry—
shaped by military and highly masculinised approaches
(see e.g., Barkawi, Dandeker, Wells-Petry, & Kier, 1999).

The first problem in relation to safety training is not
necessarily the nature of the training but the fact that
very few receive any formof safety training or equipment
at all (Høiby & Ottosen, 2015, 2016). But as safety train-
ing is increasingly offered to journalists at least in the
larger companies, the type of training they receive is im-
portant to underscore. It is reasonable to believe that
training designed by larger companies offering courses
to diverse fields of occupations, such as NGO workers,

profiled business officers travelling to danger zones and
so on, would lack necessary insight to the occupational
aspects of safety for journalists and the very issues that
increasingly put members of the press at extra risk.

2.1. Findings from Previous Research: The Threats
Journalists Face

Because the aimof training is to avoid thematerialization
of threats, it is necessary to describe the different types
of threats that journalists face. However, we must clarify
that it is not possible to present a complete and exhaus-
tive list of threats because they change and adapt to so-
cial realities. In addition, threats depend on the environ-
ment in which journalists operate, and vary from country
to country. In most cases, the threats journalists experi-
ence is the result of their reporting; hence, for the pur-
poses of this article, we consider as threats any attempt
seeking to diminish journalists’ possibilities to perform
their job.

In the 20th century, threats were physical, which
explains why most of the safety training focused on
this aspect. Physical threats have not changed much,
and they include murder, kidnapping, forced disappear-
ance, arbitrary arrests, prosecutions, and deportation
(United Nations General Assembly, 2012). They continue
to exist, and their occurrence depends on other factors
like political affiliation (e.g., El Salvador), social unrest
(e.g., Nicaragua), so-called “drugwars” (e.g., Philippines),
complex humanitarian crisis (e.g., Venezuela), or post-
conflict situations (e.g., Nepal).

Threats and dangers faced by journalists conform to a
spectrum of different causes andmotives (Høiby, 2019b).
They can be targeted attacks on singular journalists, in re-
taliation for publishedwork or in an attempt of hindering
disclosure of illicit activity; or, they can target an entire
media outlet to send a message and try to diminish crit-
ical coverage. They can be accumulated by continuous
and/or long-lasting exposure to the physical field where
events related to war and conflict occur—such as elec-
tions, demonstrations, poor resilience to natural disas-
ters, areas with poor access to health care, etc. In gen-
eral, the potentially deteriorating safety conditions for
journalists relate to an increasingly globalised world and
conglomerated media.

In the 21st century, we are observing that digital
threats coexist with physical threats. They are increasing
all over the world and they depend on the local context
too (Henrichsen, Betz, & Lisosky, 2015; UNESCO, 2018).
The most common digital threats are related to mass
surveillance, vulnerabilities in the system for data stor-
age and publication, and complex digital attacks that
involve limitations to access digital platforms and data
mining, and that produce a breach in the privacy of the
journalist, the media, and the audience (UNESCO, 2018).
For example, in Venezuela, journalists consider social
media hacking, Distributed Denial of Service (DDoS) at-
tacks against their internet-based platforms, verbal at-
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tacks, and even the approval of regulations that seek to
control the creation and dissemination of digital content
as serious threats. However, in some cases, journalists
do not take appropriate measures because they do not
know the digital tools they can use or because they do
not have access to them (Garrido V., 2017c). For that rea-
son, we also assume that training should entail a focus
on digital threats to provide journalists with the neces-
sary tools for protection.

In addition to those scenarios, there is an increasing
tendency to harasswomen in social media through “stalk-
ing, hate speech via graphics or text, cyber mobbing, re-
venge porn, unwanted sexual attention and sexual co-
ercion” (MacKinnon, Hickok, Bar, & Lim, 2014, p. 172).
The threats and harassment against women are docu-
mented to be of a more sexualised character (Chen et
al., 2018). In some cases, threats extend to their relatives,
especially their children or spouses (Garrido V., 2017c).
Nonetheless, these forms of threats have also changed,
and UNESCO indicates that women journalists also face
public shaming, hate speech, cyber-bullying, trolling, dox-
ing, and cyber-stalking (UNESCO, 2018, p. 156). The con-
sequences of the threats are innumerable, but in highly
hostile environments, it is possible to observe an increase
in self-censorship. In Venezuela, journalists considered
this practice necessary to avoid the closure of the media;
to increase the possibilities to acquire the permissions
needed to buy newsprint, new equipment, and spare
parts; and to diminish the possibilities to receive verbal
attacks (Garrido V., 2017c). Therefore, we also assume
that training that does not consider gender is inadequate.

Moreover, legal threats are a reality in several parts
of the world. Legal mechanisms that were designed to
protect journalists can be used to legally harass journal-
ists, and to impose several limitations to the exercise of
journalism. Ambiguous regulations on the plurality of the
media, control and even the protection of other’s rights,
allow authorities tomake arbitrary interpretations of the
law, and apply them to threaten media outlets who are
critical or who oppose government’s policies (Garrido V.,
2017c). For this reason, we also considered references
to legal mechanisms as a criterion to assess the selected
training manuals.

3. Method

Although we, the authors of this article, train both stu-
dents and practising journalists in safety issues ourselves,
we have investigated other sources to evaluate the con-
tent of training courses and manuals that are available
on the market. Information about courses is in general
hard to acquire. One of the reasons that explains the
lack of information is the competition among trainers. To
disclose detailed information about the content can af-
fect their business model because many of them profit
from making a personalized offer and from having direct
communication with interested people. Another reason
that may explain why information is not available is the

concerns about leaking information that can potentially
jeopardise the security of participants or insurance as-
pects. In consequence, we chose and assessed a small
sample of training course descriptions and safety manu-
als that are digitally accessible to a larger audience and
that we knew have been used in each region. While this
sample is limited in providing a clear insight into the con-
tent of training, especially so for the ones we only have
a course description, they do indicate something about
the general focus.

Altogether, the sample consists of two course descrip-
tions, two safety guidelines andone safety handbook.We
consider the three latter documents to be sufficient as
study objects for this purpose, while the two first—the
course descriptions—only provide a very limited glimpse
of what their training (which usually last between four
and seven days) actually contains but that allows us to
make the comparison between international and local
training. Therefore, it is with great caution that we com-
ment on the potential fulfilment or neglects of these. It
is important to underscore that the true contribution of
this study is however not limited to the analysis of these
manuals and course descriptions in isolation, but the
evaluation of the full sample in relation to our previous
analysis of threats and risks journalists face in the field.

The sample content descriptions and training manu-
als that we have analysed are as follows:

• AKE Working in Hostile Regions (UK): cross-
national focus (UK, Canada, Australia, and
Thailand). Used and developed by the organiza-
tion for their training courses;

• Hostile Environment Awareness Training (HEAT;
Norway): international focus. Used and developed
by the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC);

• What if…? Safety Handbook forWomen Journalists
(Arab region): gender focus. Used by the
International Association of Women in Radio &
Television (IAWRT) and developed by the journal-
ist Abeer Saady;

• Philippine Journalist Safety Guide—A Handbook
for Filipino Journalists (Philippines): local focus.
Used by the National Union of Journalists of the
Philippines and developed by the organization
with the assistance of Internews;

• Practical Guideline for the Protection of Journalists
(Venezuela): local focus. Used by the local or-
ganization Espacio Público and developed by its
journalists.

For the analysis, we considered who produced them and
when they were produced or published, what their main
purpose seems to be and its target audience (and whom
they are accessible to). In relation to the content,we eval-
uated what safety issues they addressed and how. Thus,
we focused on the identification of the types of threats
they considered, the solutions offered, and references to
the context in which journalists operate and to their per-
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sonal characteristics. On this last point, we paid atten-
tion to issues related to gender, ethnicity, or other per-
sonal characteristics, as well as to aspects of journalism
(the story, assignment, media ethics, etc.), legal issues,
and digital development. Then, we used that information
from each training course description and safety manu-
als to make a comparison and answer the main research
questions of this article.

3.1. Sample Description

3.1.1. AKE Working in Hostile Regions Training

The organization advertises this training in its website as
a course “designed to assist individuals, teams and or-
ganisations to prepare for and manage risk whilst living
and working in, complex and sometimes hostile environ-
ments” (AKE International, 2019). The organisation indi-
cates that through the use of a “mixture of lectures, dis-
cussion groups, workshops and practical simulations and
exercises” participantswould be prepared towork in hos-
tile environments, identify physical threats, develop tech-
niques to mitigate risk, and provide medical assistance if
needed, and to function effectively for long periods of
time in these environments (AKE International, 2019).

A special report on “Journalism in Hostile Regions”
published by the organization indicated that they also
provide “24/7 crisis response and in-country support ser-
vices” (AKE International, 2017). In that report, they spec-
ified that they have trained journalists in Afghanistan,
China, Egypt, Mexico, Sudan, South Sudan, and Ukraine
(AKE International, 2017). It is noticeable that in the
same report the organization stated that “together with
bespoke reports prepared by regional experts fromAKE’s
Intelligence department, journalists are provided with
tailored risk analysis and mitigation strategies” (AKE
International, 2017).

The group appeals to themedia industry and the gen-
eral media user population with the argument that now
anyone using a smartphone can be taken for a journalist,
and that this assumingly puts ‘everyone’ at greater risk.

In their course description, there is no mentioning
of gender issues or other individual characteristics, nor
to journalistic tasks or threats. However, from the men-
tioned report, it is possible to observe that the AKE train-
ing does focus on regional and national differences in
context and demonstrates high awareness of the vari-
ety in the environment that can potentially affect the
journalists. Awareness of the situation for foreign jour-
nalists in China and the inclusion of attention to travel
documents and allowances indicate that they do spe-
cialise on contextual factors for journalists in designated
areas. This focus appears somewhat tailored to journal-
ists operating internationally and travelling to specific ar-
eas about which AKE can offer training. Attention to legal
issues (beyond the retrieval of legal documents and al-
lowances for access) is not indicated, and digital threats
are not specifically addressed (AKE International, 2017).

3.1.2. The NRC’s HEAT Course

A course offered to humanitarianworkers, media person-
nel and private sector companies whose staff travel to or
live in high-risk environments for longer periods is the
NRC’s Hostile Environment Awareness Training (HEAT).
HEAT is “a form of high fidelity stress exposure training
that combines theory with high-stress and highly realis-
tic simulation training” (NRC, 2019). The organization in-
dicates that, in this five-day training, participants gain the
knowledge and skills needed to manage real threats.

Their teaching methodology includes the use of “a
mix of advanced theoretical and practical sessions of sim-
ulated exercises” (NRC, 2019). The content description
does not necessarily reveal everything included in the
training, and it is possible that they hold other elements
not mentioned in the description. What is outlined is
that, at the end of the training, participants should have
“a firm grasp of” managing basic first aid and psycho-
logical first aid, personal safety and security, safety and
security mindset, communications equipment, capture
and captivity, behaviour under fire, threats in the field,
fire safety, basic negotiation skills, understanding how
to build individual situational awareness in high risk en-
vironments, and unexploded ordnance, and improvised
explosive device (IED) threats (NRC, 2019).

The description does not reveal specific attention to
legal or digital threats, concerns related to ethnicity or
gender, or other individual characteristics, nor to journal-
istic tasks or threats.

3.1.3. The IAWRT Safety Manual

IAWRT published the Safety Handbook for Women
Journalists in 2017 with the support of the Norwegian
Union of Journalists and UNESCO. The handbook is writ-
ten by Abeer Saady and it is available and free to down-
load at IAWRT’s website.

The publication seeks to provide to female journal-
ists working in conflict areas a “concrete and practical
handbook, with advice and recommendations on secu-
rity and safety” (Saady, 2017, p. 1). The content is struc-
tured around three main areas: physical safety, digital
safety, and psychosocial safety—emphasizing those sit-
uations in which gender plays a determining role.

It starts by encouraging female journalists to make
risk assessments, and utilise simple questions to initiate
and guide the process, such as, what are the possible
threats? When and where can they happen? Who can
be perpetrators? To answer those questions, it requests
journalists to consider their personal circumstances in re-
lation to the environment in which the journalists work
(or will work). It considers issues related to religion, race,
nationality, education, language, clothing, equipment,
political views, type of work (undercover, independent,
embedded, etc.).

Many of the safety tips relate to physical safety; how-
ever, it includes recommendations on digital safety to
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avoid surveillance and theft of both devices and data.
This manual also provides advice to deal with survivors
of the conflict, and self-care to deal with the trauma gen-
erated by being in a conflict zone and covering the events
related to it. It is noticeable that it devotes a full chapter
on ethical safety decisions, which seeks to help the jour-
nalists in deciding whether or not to help those involved
in the conflict or to publish the information gathered.

The manual considers legal issues too. It recom-
mends being aware of the regulations applicable to jour-
nalists, particularly those related to libel and defamation
because they vary greatly from country to country. On
this point, it makes specific recommendations to man-
agers and freelancers, like keeping the phone of a local
lawyer or knowing labour regulations to obtain the pro-
tection given by law.

3.1.4. The Philippine Journalist Safety
Guide—A Handbook for Filipino Journalists

This safety guide is a training manual published in
July 2018 by the National Union of Journalists of the
Philippines. It is free to download from the internet,
making it accessible to all journalists disregarding em-
ployment status and income. The manual is developed
in collaboration and partnership with Internews, and is
presented as an online self-help resource for journalists
who already find themselves in a hazardous situation, or
are planning for a dangerous assignment—alternatively
also for journalists seeking basic practical knowledge
on media safety (National Union of Journalists of the
Philippines, 2018, p. 2).

The manual provides “practical tips for Filipino jour-
nalists, modified for Philippine coverages and context.
It also includes pointers for women, who face two-fold
risks and threats when on assignment” (National Union
of Journalists of the Philippines, 2018, p. 5). It covers four
main aspects: issues before the assignment (Chapter I),
issues during the assignment (Chapter II), threats related
to the specific topics (Chapter III and IV), digital risks
(Chapter V), dealing with trauma and stress (Chapter VI),
and legal issues (Chapter VII).

It starts by requesting journalists to make a risk as-
sessment by answering basic questions about the assign-
ment (topic, location, sources), and it provides recom-
mendations on each of the mentioned areas that can
be followed by any journalist. It takes into consideration
traditional ‘hostile environment’ threats such as kidnap-
ping and IEDs, but also newer aspects like surveillance,
digital attacks and legal harassment. Although there is
no specific chapter on gender or other personal char-
acteristics, it does make specific recommendations for
women and asks the journalist to consider “age, ethnic-
ity, religious beliefs or nationality and those accompa-
nying you” when making the risk assessment (National
Union of Journalists of the Philippines, 2018, p. 8).

3.1.5. Practical Guideline for the Protection of
Journalists: The Venezuelan Manual

The Civil Society Organization Espacio Público (Public
Space) published this manual in 2016 as part of their pro-
gram to protect journalists in Venezuela. They indicate
that themain purpose of the text is to provide journalists
with an action plan for cases related to digital and phys-
ical safety, and tools to cover social unrest, initiate le-
gal procedures, and to obtain assistance (Espacio Público,
2016, p. 7). Any interested person can download a digi-
tal copy from their website, but they also printed it for
those who participate in their training.

It is noticeable that they provide a glossary of terms
that includes concepts of aggression, attack, threat, cen-
sorship, deaths, administrative restrictions, legal restric-
tions, intimidation, and legal and verbal harassment. This
inclusion helps them to establish the baseline of what is
considered in the manual and provides journalists with
the language needed to refer to the situation that they
are facing in an appropriate manner.

The manual does not make specific considerations in
terms of gender and ethnicity, but it does consider per-
sonal characteristics for the identification of threats. In
fact, the guideline starts with the consideration of digi-
tal threats, and poses different questions to journalists
(i.e., where is data stored, who has access to your digital
devices, who knows your password) to facilitate the eval-
uation of threats and the identification of vulnerabilities,
so they can decidewhich one ismore suitable tomitigate
risks from a catalogue of tools.

When it comes to personal safety the guideline indi-
cates that journalists are exposed to aggression, imped-
iments to access places, arbitrary confiscation of equip-
ment, destruction of materials, and even retaliation for
disseminating information (Espacio Público, 2016, p. 21).
However, they do not consider aspects of journalism (the
story, assignment, media ethics, etc.) for the identifica-
tion of threats. The manual only makes a list of recom-
mendations for journalists who cover social protests that
includes aspects related to clothing, equipment for phys-
ical protection, attitudes toward protesters and security
forces, the environment in which the protest will take
place, and a list of recommendations for what to do in
case of attacks.

Based on the list of situations that journalists can
face, the manual considers the Venezuelan legal frame-
work, including constitutional rules and criminal law, and
provides different suggestions on how to act in case of
the materialization of any of those threats. For example,
it advises journalists to request protection measures in
case of arbitrary detention (Espacio Público, 2016, p. 29).

4. Findings from Analysis

After reviewing the content of each of the course de-
scriptions and safety manuals, we find several differ-
ences between those with international focus and those
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with a local focus and consequent narrower target audi-
ence. The first one is the availability of information about
the content.

The international course descriptions do not provide
an extensive explanation of the contents covered dur-
ing the training, which impedes us from making a de-
tailed comparison of the threats and issues addressed.
However, it is possible to affirm that the two interna-
tional trainers place the emphasis on physical safety.
They do not offer much information regarding digital or
legal threats and do not clarify how they address risks
directly related to gender, ethnicity, and religious or po-
litical beliefs. On the contrary, local trainers consider all
those elements. Each of the local manuals provides spe-
cific information on how journalistsmust assess personal
characteristics to determine the risks and prepare for
covering conflict. Their manuals demonstrate that they
possess a deep understanding of the context in which
they operate, and for that reason, they can offer appro-
priate tools and advice for journalists who take the train-
ing or simply access the local manual for self-study.

It is noteworthy that neither the international course
descriptions nor the local manuals are designed to ad-
dress specific situations. The assessment of risk is limited
to hostile environments, but it is not clear what type of
environments they are considering. From the available in-
formation,we can affirm that international trainers seem
to focus on violent and armed conflicts, while local man-
uals consider periods from peace to social unrest and vio-
lent conflicts. For this reason, we can affirm that interna-
tional training focuses on specific situations for a limited
period, and local manuals are meant to be used for any
type of assignment and during any situation.

The analysis further indicate that international train-
ing courses are similar in content and target audience. In
relation to content, they focus on physical and psycho-
logical preparation to operate in hostile environments.
They simulate hostile environments to teach journalists
how to make better decisions under stressful situations,
and they provide training on first aid to ensure that jour-
nalists know how to act in case of physical injuries. In
fact, they even use similar methodologies and highlight
the ‘real-life’ aspect of their training. Because of this con-
tent, and from what they advertise on their websites,
we can affirm that their target audience is journalists
who speak English and have not worked or have lim-
ited experience working in hostile environments. It is no-
ticeable that information is available in English, and in
the case of AKE International training can be conducted
at their centres in the UK, the US, Canada, Australia or
Thailand; while the HEAT Training is offered in Norway,
Kenya, and Jordan.

Likewise, regional manuals have similar audiences
(local journalists) and similar methodologies. The three
manuals under analysis use questions to make journal-
ists reflect on their situation, which is also used to make
the corresponding risk assessment. The classification of
threats and the suggestions given demonstrate that they

seek to address the threats that local journalists face.
These manuals take special consideration of contextual
variation and digital threats. For instance, they provide
tips on how to avoid physical aggressions in times of so-
cial unrest, like when to use the press emblem, keep-
ing digital data safe by using password-protected devices,
and avoiding arbitrary detentions by being aware of the
regulations that can and cannot be used against them. It
is also noticeable that recommendations related to legal
issues tend to be similar. They recommend journalists to
know the legal framework that is applicable to them to
avoid risks and even add specific references to libel or
defamation laws.

The fact that gender is considered in binary terms
must be highlighted. Local manuals make specific ref-
erences to female journalists, but not to LGBTI journal-
ists, while the description of international trainers does
not evenmention how they address differences between
men, women, or LGBTI journalists or staff.

Our sample of training manuals and training con-
tent description indicates that they address safety is-
sues faced by local and international journalists; how-
ever, the treatment of threats differs greatly between in-
ternational and local trainers. International trainers em-
phasize physical safety over digital or legal threats, while
local trainers focus on the overall safety of the journal-
ist. Even though they only overlapwith the consideration
of physical threats, they differ on the content, the focus,
the audience, and the methodologies used to train jour-
nalists and media staff.

5. Discussion

Based on our findings, we argue that local manuals are
significantly different in focus and aim, from the content
description of the two international training courses con-
sidered in this study. The main difference lies in the jour-
nalistic processes tied to threats and dangers, such as
an assessment of the actors involved in the assignment
and the story that is about to unfold. This may be a re-
sult of the significant fact that the three manuals from
the Philippines, Venezuela, and the Arab region were de-
signed and written by journalists.

Yet, it is noticeable that the only point they have in
common is that international course descriptions and
(one of the two) local manuals show a lack of consider-
ation of threats related to gender. This is problematic
because “women journalists wage a war on two fronts:
the war to survive, and the war against the system. They
are under pressure to prove themselves, and as a conse-
quence, they may subject themselves to greater danger”
(Saady, 2017, p. 7). The Philippine manual pays attention
to gender, signifying that these issues truly have surfaced
on the ground.

Moreover, as indicated in the sample description sec-
tion, the fact that the Philippine manual and that the
IAWRTmanual direct specific concerns at the journalists’
individual characteristics, such as gender, ethnicity, na-
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tionality, etc., is very relevant. Although training should
emphasise that their safety at work is not mainly their
responsibility, journalists would gain from having knowl-
edge about how they may contribute to enhance their
personal and professional safety. Personal and profes-
sional safety may depart from different institutions but
are not inherently split in practical terms; for the indi-
vidual, the result is usually the same. In the two inter-
national course descriptions, the individual’s safety ap-
pears to be considered from an evaluation of their sur-
roundings, but the personal characteristics of an individ-
ual must be accounted for in the context of those sur-
roundings. It is at the personal, practical, and media or-
ganisational levels that mitigation can happen, because
the journalists themselves cannot easily alter the envi-
ronment and society.

This is also true for digital safety. As the Venezuelan
manual specifies, “in the first place, the responsibility of
digital safety falls on users” (Espacio Público, 2016, p. 12).
Journalists using digital platforms must know the details
needed to improve their digital safety, including aspects
related to whom they communicate with and through
which internet platform. Journalists must consider the
type of digital devices they use, and issues related to con-
nectivity, to better assess where and when they can use
them without incurring risks that they are not prepared
to mitigate.

Journalists have their own strengths and weaknesses
to conduct their work, and each of those capabilities
plays an important role in assessing risks. Issues related
to the environment in which they are going to work
are important because they serve to mitigate risks, but
they are not enough. Training manuals and courses need
to consider personal aspects (gender, religion, ethnicity,
etc.) to provide journalists with the tools they need to re-
main safe. In addition, as the Philippinemanual indicates,
“safety protocols and even practices have needed to be
adjustedwith the constantly changing situation, andwhy
journalists need to constantly review the practices and
mechanisms that help them keep safe” (National Union
of Journalists of the Philippines, 2018, p. 1).

6. Conclusion: Context is Too Important to Ignore

Safety training is designed to teach journalists how to
make better decisions in order to remain safe. Yet, we
argue that to make them useful for the context in which
the journalists are working, it is necessary to consider the
type of risks journalistsmight face in their specific context.
The content of local manuals considered in this research
demonstrates that threats are complex because they can
manifest in the digital and the physical realm and affect
a variety of people (i.e., family members, sources, fixers,
media). Thesemanuals also suggest thatmost of the risks
faced by journalists are not limited to war zones; on the
contrary, they occur in non-armed conflict situations.

Nevertheless, safety training for international jour-
nalists travelling across theworld to report is largely influ-

enced by so-called hostile environment training, often in-
cluding first aid and field exercises in hostage-taking and
training in recognizing weapons and IEDs. While this is
still relevant for any person considering entering a con-
flict zone, we argue that journalist safety relies heavily
on understanding the dangers thatmay appear, for exam-
ple, during an investigative project or periods of social un-
rest. There are several reasons to reconsider the founda-
tions onwhich such training is developed and performed.
Perhaps local and international safety training for journal-
ists can gain from including perspectives of each other.
Journalism is embedded into the process of globalisation,
and cross-national projects revealing, for example, in-
ternational corporate exploitation and corruption could
gain from understanding both geographical and cultural
variations and story-related aspects of safety.

For that reason, and in accordance to our findings,we
argue that training should take into consideration local
contexts (such as regime type, state cohesiveness, and
social institutions), globalization, technological advance-
ment, legal issues, and differences in journalistic prac-
tices, ethics, and media organizational routines.

Being prepared to assess and manage the environ-
ment is surely helpful to remain safe in a ‘hostile en-
vironment.’ However, unlike soldiers, journalists are de-
ployed to engage with people in that environment as
their sources and a military or any other non-journalistic
approach to a hostile environment can compromise the
journalistic task of reporting social injustice. Moreover,
journalists have to negotiate both for access to informa-
tion and for their own protection as they acquire that in-
formation. Thus, safety is something that can be trained
through a (journalistic) practice focus. The journalist is
central to journalist safety. Ethics training and proper or-
ganizational routines and investment are additionally im-
portant to enhance their safety. While journalists and
editors are limited in altering societal challenges due to
political restraint, economic imperatives, and market de-
mands, they may influence individual capacities, prac-
tices and organizational routines. We argue that this ca-
pacity, in the case of journalism, lays closer to the journal-
istic practice than the ‘hostile environment’ they are set
to navigate and that the media industry therefore may
contribute significantly in training their own staff as op-
posed to, or in addition to, hiring expertise from outside
the profession.
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1. Introduction

To move beyond fragmentary understandings of safety
of journalists, we need comprehensive information that
covers the breadth of the issue, and which also allows
for the in-depth analysis of causes, consequences, and
correctives over time. Such information is indispensable
for awareness-raising and capacity-building, as well as
for devising and operating mechanisms to ensure the
effective protection of journalists and prosecution of
their attackers (Berger, 2017). However, what informa-
tion is relevant to the ‘safety of journalists’? The 2012
UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the
Issue of Impunity (UNESCO, 2012a) treats ‘safety’ as
a wide-ranging concept, covering both offline and on-
line dimensions (UNESCO, 2019a). The implementation
strategy of the UN Plan elaborates safety as “a broad
category that extends from preventive, protective and
pre-emptive measures, through to combating impunity
and promoting a social culture which cherishes freedom

of expression and press freedom” (UNESCO, 2012b). In
both documents, a gender-sensitive orientation is taken,
in response to distinctive issues concerning the safety of
women journalistswho are subjected to double attacks—
not just as journalists, but as women doing journalism.

If ‘safety’ covers a range of issues, then this raises
the question of how these may be assessed at a more
granular level, perhaps in the form of a generic typol-
ogy. Relevant to this endeavour is how the advent of
theUN Sustainable DevelopmentGoals (SDGs) opens the
way to new opportunities for defining and researching
the safety of journalists in current times. The SDGs re-
flect change to a certain concept of ‘development’ which
had long been critiqued for having a blinkered focus
on technology, infrastructure, and economics. As a re-
sult of extensive advocacy, including by UNESCO and
the Global Forum for Media Development, the 193 UN
Member States that agreed to the SDGs accepted amore
holistic approach. Thus, as an integral part of ‘develop-
ment,’ they included Goal 16 which is summarised as
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“peace, justice and strong institutions” (UN Department
of Economic and Social Affairs [UNDESA], n.d.). The un-
derlying assumption is that for development processes
to be sustainable, relevant actors should recognise the
interdependence of goals like poverty reduction on the
one hand, and peace and justice on the other. For ex-
ample, armed conflict runs counter to ending poverty—
hence the relevance of building peace as part of inte-
grated package. Likewise, the absence of justice and ef-
fective institutions fuels tensions which in turn threaten
peace. Significantly, the inclusion of the concerns of
Goal 16 in the SDGs is not just an issue of theoretical
conceptualisation of ‘development’; it also has material
impact on national development strategies, and on inter-
national financing for related activities—including even
on the potential for funding of research into the safety
of journalists.

The SDGs are elaborated in the form of more specific
targets that underpin achievement of the goals. These in-
clude target 16.10 which envisages achieving “public ac-
cess to information and fundamental freedoms, in accor-
dance with national legislation and international agree-
ments” (UNDESA, n.d.). The particular target is not only
an end in itself—i.e., integral to what counts as mean-
ingful ‘development.’ There are also synergies between
effective public access to information and strengthened
freedoms and targets such as 16.3 (access to justice),
16.5 (anti-corruption), and 16.6 (transparent and ac-
countable institutions). Target 16.10 can further be a
means to advancing with other SDGs such as on health,
gender equality, and the environment, which depend in
large part on information access—which in turn is linked
to issues such as freedom of expression, press freedom,
and safety of journalists.

Going further, the UN General Assembly (UNGA) has
agreed a package of indicators for measuring progress
in reaching the SDGs. This includes two particular indi-
cators for 16.10. One indicator examines the changing
state of legal guarantees for access to information and
their implementation (see UNESCO, 2019a). The other
indicator, numbered as indicator 16.10.1, includes the
safety of journalists. It reads: “Number of verified cases
of killing, kidnapping, enforced disappearance, arbitrary
detention and torture of journalists, associated media
personnel, trade unionists and human rights advocates
in the previous 12 months” (UNDESA, n.d.). It is imme-
diately apparent that the extent of all these cases can
tell us something significant about 16.10 on access to in-
formation and fundamental freedoms (and indeed also
about the wider state of justice and strong institutions as
conditions for sustainable development). Especially rele-
vant to this article is the specification of journalists and
media personnel in the agreed wording.

Indicator 16.10.1 is important because the putting
into place of research into, and reporting on, the jour-
nalistic component of this benchmark can help to enrich
the ecosystem for investigating issues around the safety
of journalists. This research can make a practical differ-

ence to journalists and society by strengthening norms
about safety, and by enabling evidence-led and effective
measures to prevent attacks and to punish perpetrators.
Expressed colloquially, it is a ‘big deal’ to have the safety
of journalists, and the monitoring thereof, recognised
within the UN’s current development agenda which will
run until 2030. This gives journalists’ safety a particular
framing that is both significant conceptually and politi-
cally, thereby enabling new opportunities to cast light
on its relevance as an issue to society, both by advocates
and by newsmedia (see Pukallus &Harrison, 2015). It fur-
ther offers newprospects tomobilise funding to research
the topic and to set in place, in an informed manner, the
institutional systems needed to ensure that journalists
can work without fear.

Within the UN system, global reporting in terms of
indicator 16.10.1 started in 2016, with UNESCO compil-
ing information on one of the data points (i.e., killings of
journalists and media workers). These data are sent on
to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner
for Human Rights (OHCHR), which has the status of ‘cus-
todian agency’ for reporting on target 16.10.1. UNESCO
and International Labour Organization (ILO) are recog-
nised as “contributing agencies” to the indicator moni-
toring (UN Statistics Division [UNSD], 2016a).

A continuing challenge, however, is for the indica-
tor to be taken up at national level, and to serve as
a framework to strengthen local data-collection and re-
porting efforts. At the same time, the UNGA, UNESCO,
and the Human Rights Council (UNHRC) urge that, in re-
lation to the SDG Agenda, each individual government
take seriously the matter of monitoring of the range
of crimes against journalists. Thus, the UNGA (2019)
in its 2019 Resolution A/C.3/74/L.45/Rev.1 repeats its
call (first made in 2017) for “regular monitoring and re-
porting of attacks against journalists” and for “collect-
ing and analysing concrete quantitative and qualitative
data on attacks or violence against journalists, that are
disaggregated by, among other factors, sex” (see also
UNESCO, 2017a; UNHRC, 2018). Some states, ranging
from Sweden through to Colombia, have mechanisms in
place to exactly perform such monitoring and reporting
(see also InternationalMedia Support, 2017). Evidently, a
mechanism for monitoring is not the same as a method-
ology, and vice versa, but both are essential if systematic,
credible, and regular data is to be produced over time.

2. Operationalisation of the Indicator

The SDG16.10.1 indicator comprises five gross attacks on
human rights—killing, kidnapping, enforced disappear-
ance, arbitrary detention, and torture. Assessing the ex-
tent of these crimes (also with a gender-lens) as visited
upon journalists can help identify the extent to which a
society enjoys “public access to information” (UNDESA,
n.d.) and respect for human rights and freedoms. Framed
within SDG 16, this indicator further points us towards
assessment of the fulfillment of duty by the State in en-
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suring that fundamental freedoms are protected in ac-
cordance with justice, the rule of law, and strong in-
stitutions, or whether impunity prevails for those who
perpetrate the designated violations. It enables us to
engage with the argument by Harrison and Pukallus
(2018) that “the ‘Politics of Impunity’ is a policy of gov-
ernance whereby impunity is used as a political tool by
the state and state-sponsored actors to achieve journal-
istic self-censorship.’’

Operationalising indicator 16.10.1 involves defining
its terms and justifying these definitions in terms of inter-
national human rights standards. The UN Human Rights
body OHCHR operates a classification system for human
rights violations which underpins its Universal Human
Rights Index (OHCHR, n.d.). This resource has relevance
for the analytical understanding of different kinds of at-
tacks as visited on journalists, and therefore upon what
datamight be collected in researching the various dimen-
sions of the subject. There is also further elaboration
within the discourse of the SDGs, in what is termed the
“metadata” about the indicator (UNSD, 2018a). A useful
way to understand this metadata was signaled at a work-
shop on the indicator convened by UNESCO and OHCHR
in Geneva in July 2017 (UNESCO, 2017d), namely a fram-
ing in terms of ‘who did what to whom, where andwhen,
and with what effect.’

As regards the ‘who’ committed the violation, the
metadata state that this may be state actors or others
acting under government authority or with its complic-
ity, tolerance, or acquiescence (all of whom should re-
frain from all violations of rights). It may be non-state
actors (where the state retains an obligation to pro-
tect individuals against such abuses of rights by such
third parties). Therefore, the indicator can cover all vio-
lations perpetrated by an agent of the State, as well as
by those where the State fails to adequately investigate,
punish, or redress abuses committed by non-state attack-
ers. The issue of who perpetrated the attack becomes
key for understanding the threat matrix against journal-
ists (and protectionmechanisms), as well as for the issue
of ending impunity along the chain of actors engineering
such crimes.

As regards the ‘whom,’ within the elaboration of
the term ‘journalists’ in the metadata the term is taken
to cover everyone who observes, describes, documents,
and analyses events, statements, policies, and any propo-
sition that can affect society, with the purpose of system-
atizing such information and gathering of facts and anal-
yses to inform. This designates generic journalistic func-
tions and it includes community media workers and so-
called ‘citizen journalists’ when non-specialists momen-
tarily play that role.

“Associated media personnel” (UNSD, 2018a) is not
elaborated in the metadata, but the reference logically
includes others working in the value chain of journal-
ism production and dissemination, such as broadcasters,
publishers, administrative staff, fixers, translators, and
distributors. It can be noted that this broad conceptual-

isation of ‘whom’ aligns with the perspectives generally
agreed by UNESCO Member States and also features, in
varying forms, in several UN decisions. In the reminder
of this article, ‘journalists’ is used to include ‘associated
media personnel.’

In terms of ‘what’ has been done to violate safety,
the metadata include legal definitions of the aspects of
killing, kidnapping, enforced disappearance, arbitrary de-
tention, and torture. These key violations are also corre-
lated with criminal codes used under the International
Classification of Crime for Statistical Purposes (ICCS),
developed by the UN (UN Office on Drugs and Crime
[UNODC], 2015a).

It is relevant to unpack some of these definitions as
they bear on research into the safety of journalists, as the
categories are not as straightforward as might otherwise
be assumed.

One example is the term “arbitrary detention”
(UNSD, 2018a), which according to the metadata, refers
to any arrest or detention not properly based on grounds
established by law, nor conforming to legal procedures.
Complementing this definition, one can also here point
to UN definitions, where the phrase designates deten-
tion without due process and safeguards, as outlined in
Article 9(1) of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR) and the definition of “arbitrary
deprivation of liberty” (UNHRC, 2012) developed by the
UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention. Significantly,
the UNGA (2013), in resolutions such as A/RES/68/163
and others, has condemned all attacks and violence
against journalists and media workers, mentioning inter
alia arbitrary detention. In addition, the UNHRC (2016)
in Resolution A/HRC/RES/33/2 urges all states to release
arbitrarily detained journalists. The Council of Europe
(2016) uses the formulations of “arbitrary arrest, unlaw-
ful detention.” It will be easily apparent that making the
judgement call about specific cases can vary, and that the
necessary evidencemay not be readily available. This un-
derpins UNESCO’s approach to NGO data on this matter,
and the organisation’s qualification that while consider-
ing the matter as part of safety of journalists, it is hard to
obtain sufficient data to establish which cases of incar-
ceration may be for reasons other than legitimate jour-
nalism (see UNESCO, 2014; UNESCO, 2018b).

Killing is defined in the metadata as any extrajudi-
cial execution or other unlawful killing, but again this is
not simple to operationalise. The issue of intention is
signalled by the indicator metadata which necessitates
that the envisaged and confirmed cases are those where
a killing was either motivated by the victim engaging in
activities as a journalist, or which were met by a failure
of due diligence on the part of the State similarly mo-
tivated by the victim or associate engaging in activities
as a journalist. Intentionality is also present in the ICCS
schema, where killings are disaggregated into different
categories, one of which is elaborated as “intentional
homicide related to political agendas, including killings
by terrorist groups with a political agenda, political as-
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sassination, and targeted killing of journalists for political
reasons” (UNODC, 2015b).

The complexities around establishing intention in re-
lation to the victim’s journalistic role help explain why
there are diverse data available on killings (such as shown
in a database compiled by Sarikakis, 2017, and likewise
by Torsner, 2017). Such diversity in verified cases can
relate in part to official statistics, including ICCS rele-
vant data. Additionally, while police data count charges,
suspects, victims, and incidents, court data may com-
prise cases, convictions, and sentences. Some NGOs
limit cases to those where there is a link to journal-
ism, as is the methodology of the Committee to Protect
Journalists (CPJ) and ReportersWithout Borders (RSF), al-
though they differ in some cases. CPJ (n.d.) considers a
case “confirmed” as work-related only when reasonably
certain that a journalist was murdered in direct reprisal
for his or her work; in combat or crossfire; or while car-
rying out a dangerous assignment. Cases involving un-
clear motives, but with a potential link to journalism, are
classified as “unconfirmed” and CPJ continues to inves-
tigate. They do not include journalists who are killed in
accidents such as car or plane crashes. RSF (2018) states:

We gather detailed information that allows us to af-
firm with certainty or a great deal of confidence that
the death, detention, abduction, or disappearance of
each journalist was a direct result of their journal-
istic work. In regard to the number of deaths, we
distinguish as much as possible between journalists
who were deliberately targeted and those who were
killed while reporting in the field. We do not include a
journalist in the round-up if we are still investigating
their death, detention, abduction, or disappearance
because we are not yet confident that it was linked to
their work.

The tally of the International Federation of Journalists
(2019) is based on aggregating “targeted, bomb attacks
and cross fire killings” and it also notes “accidental
deaths.” As noted by Elliott, Elbahtimy, and Srinivasan
(2012) and (Mosdell, 2016), the International News
Safety Institute concern has included media ancillary
staff (drivers, translators, and security personnel) and
this group’s report for 2019 includes ‘citizen journalists’
(International News Safety Institute, 2019). In contrast,
CPJ has a much tighter focus, thereby producing lower
totals than does the Institute.

It is evidently difficult in many cases to establish—
especially in a short space of time—whether a given jour-
nalist’s death for apparently unrelated reasons (e.g., ap-
parent traffic accident, robbery, suicide) was actuallymo-
tivated by the victim’s journalistic activities. This is partly
why UNESCO monitoring does not prejudge the issue.
This position is on the basis that the organisation’s man-
date for monitoring is to ensure that journalists are not
killed with impunity, and that the rule of law is upheld
in regard to all cases. This means that UNESCO operates

from a standpoint that all unnatural deaths of journal-
ists should be the subject of an official probe in which
there is the investigative and legal competence to at-
tribute the cause of death. The figures of killed journal-
ists as recorded each year by UNESCO can be comple-
mented, where requested by a state, with official infor-
mation based upon judicial process about whether a par-
ticular fatality is demonstrated to be without link to jour-
nalistic activity.

Recognising that there is thus a diversity of ap-
proaches to safety of journalists by different actors, tri-
angulation across the different data sources requires at-
tention towhat criteria are used to identify diverse cases.
Equally, where there are shared points between systems,
it is possible for researchers to develop a composite pic-
ture drawing from the range of available information.
At the same time, the SDG metadata, informed by the
Universal Human Rights Index and ICCS frameworks, of-
fers a typology of more standardized and generic cate-
gories, and it enjoys UN endorsement. This makes it an
authoritative and central point that researchers can con-
sider. It also has unique potential impact, and not only
on killings of journalists but also on the raft of other kinds
of attacks.

3. Status of the Indicator and Scope for Elaboration

The UN Statistical Commission has workedwith UN agen-
cies to develop a tier system for the global indicators. As
part of this process, indicator 16.10.1was initially catego-
rized as a Tier III indicator (UNSD, 2016a), meaning that
it was originally viewed as either having no established
methodology and standards, or, that its methodology
and standards were still being developed and/or tested
(UNSD, 2016b). OHCHR initiated efforts to upgrade the
tier rating for this indicator, working with UNESCO and
ILO (UNSD, 2016c), and this partnership succeeded to se-
cure reclassification as a Tier II indicator in November
2017 (UNSD, 2018b). Accordingly, 16.10.1 is now classi-
fied at the level of indicators which have conceptually
clear, established methodology and standards available
but data are not regularly produced by countries. This re-
vised status could enhance prospects for national level
uptake of this indicator as part of country-level monitor-
ing and reporting on SDG 16.10, which would then be-
gin to elevate the indicator for Tier I. The status of top
tier (Tier I) of SDG indicators requires that data are reg-
ularly produced for at least 50 percent of countries and
of the population in every region where the indicator is
relevant. This might be possible in at least a number of
interested countries.

Within this focus of securing data at country-level,
there are also a number of areas where research in re-
lation to 16.10.1 can be further elaborated, and even
in places where the five most gross attacks on the hu-
man rights of journalists are not experienced, but where
other kinds of crimes against them are committed and
go unpunished.

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 1, Pages 78–88 81



Impunity for attacks on journalists is not explicitly
listed in indicator 16.10.1. But it is logically linked, for
example, in the dramatically high number of fatal at-
tacks that go unpunished (nine out of ten; see UNESCO,
2019b) which is widely regarded as a factor in feeding
further killings. Hence, mapping trends in reductions or
increases in attacks also needs to take account of the sit-
uation concerning trends in impunity for these attacks.
This provides a more comprehensive and medium-term
perspective for making progress on safety of journalists,
and it highlights linkages between “public access to in-
formation and fundamental freedoms” (SDG 16.10) and
other parts of Goal 16 such as target 16.3 which specif-
ically seeks to “promote the rule of law at the national
and international levels and ensure equal access to jus-
tice for all” (UNDESA, n.d.). For these reasons, UNESCO’s
contribution of data for global monitoring of 16.10.1 for
the UN includes impunity figures.

There are also several types of attacks not explic-
itly referred to in the terms of indicator 16.10.1’s list of
five gross violations and abuses of human rights (killing,
torture, etc.). Attacks such as harassment, intimidation,
assault, and cyber-attacks are evidently very serious in
terms of journalists exercising their freedom of expres-
sion and facilitating public access to information. These
kinds of attacks can therefore certainly be considered to
be relevant to monitoring 16.10 and how the indicator
is interpreted. Indeed, UN resolutions increasingly draw
attention to the panoply of attacks and violence. For ex-
ample, in its 2019 Resolution A/C.3/74/L.45/Rev.1, the
UNGA (2019) stated it was:

Deeply concerned by all human rights violations and
abuses committed in relation to the safety of journal-
ists and media workers, including killing, torture, en-
forced disappearance, arbitrary arrest and arbitrary
detention, expulsion, intimidation, harassment, on-
line and offline threats and other forms of violence.

The resolution further:

Condemns unequivocally all attacks and violence
against journalists and media workers, such as tor-
ture, extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances,
arbitrary arrest and arbitrary detention, expulsion, in-
timidation, threats and online and offline harassment,
including through attacks on, or the forced closure of,
their offices and media outlets. (UNGA, 2019)

The resolution further expresses alarm “at instances in
which political leaders, public officials and/or authorities
denigrate, intimidate or threaten themedia, including in-
dividual journalists, which increases the risk of threats
and violence against journalists” (UNGA, 2019).

Also significant is a clause which also condemns the
specific attacks onwomen journalists andmedia workers
in relation to their work, such as gender-based discrim-
ination and violence, including online and offline sex-

ual harassment, intimidation and incitement to hatred
against women journalists (UNGA, 2019).

It may be further noted that a spectrum of types
of attacks has been recognised in other UN positions
which also go beyond the five explicitly listed in the
wording of the indicator. For example, the Human
Rights Committee General Comment 34 on Article 19
of the ICCPR states that “the harassment, intimidation
or stigmatization of a person, including arrest, deten-
tion, trial or imprisonment for reasons of the opinions
they may hold, constitutes a violation of article 19,
paragraph 1” (UNHRC, 2011). As regards the ICCPR
Article 19.3, General Comment 34 affirms that under no
circumstances “can an attack on a person, because of the
exercise of his or her freedom of opinion or expression,
including such forms of attack as arbitrary arrest, torture,
threats to life and killing, be compatible with article 19”
(UNHRC, 2011).

A case can be made that all these issues could be ad-
dressed through the phrase “other harmful acts” (UNSD,
2018a), which although not among the five categories
cited explicitly in the indicator, is elaborated in the meta-
data. There, the phrase is explained as referring to acts
by direct or indirect agents of the State which cause
harm or intend to cause harm, and which are motivated
by the victim engaging in activities as a journalist (or
trade unionist or human rights defender). Harm covers,
according to the metadata, acts correlating to various
ICCS codes such as sexual violence, threat, coercion, and
acts intended to induce fear or emotional distress, in-
cluding harassment. It further adds acts that trespass
against the person, including invasion of privacy (UNSD,
2018a). Relevant here is that recent UN resolutions, in-
cluding that in 2019 A/C.3/74/L.45/Rev.1, identify unlaw-
ful or arbitrary surveillance or interception of communi-
cations as a risk to their safety (UNGA, 2019). In other
resolutions, the UN has regularly condemned surveil-
lance as having a chilling effect on freedom of expres-
sion, and UNESCO and UNHRC have noted the adverse
impact on confidentiality of journalistic sources in partic-
ular. Surveillance as part of “other harmful acts” (UNSD,
2018a) could intersect with ICCS Code 0211 (referring, in-
ter alia, to the invasion of privacy).

Not explicitly referred to in the metadata document,
but potentially also relevant to “other harmful acts”
(UNSD, 2016b) are ICCS codes for cases of bullying
in the workplace (020811), bullying outside the work-
place (020819), cyber-bullying (0208), and cyber-stalking
(02082).

Attacks such as forcing a journalist into exile (tracked
to an extent by CPJ), and seizure/confiscation of kit, are
not as easily correlated with the ICCS framework, but
connections could be possibly drawn so that actors—
especially at national level—might decide to optionally
include such additions (where relevant) to the interpre-
tation of “other harmful acts” (UNSD, 2016b).

Amongst the ICCS codes, the issue of ‘threats,’ which
could be interpreted as expressions of intent to cause
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harm (as per the metadata) would appear to call out
for particular attention. Tracking the issue could help es-
tablish, for instance, the extent of correlations between
death threats and actual journalists killed. The experi-
ence of Italian NGOOssigeno (n.d.) has shown someway
forward in collecting and verifying data on threats. The
results can give more impetus at country level to pro-
tection mechanisms, as well as help to strengthen advo-
cacy to end impunity for threats that serve to intimidate
and obstruct journalists in their work to make informa-
tion public.

In overview, the metadata for 16.10.1 affords within
the SDG monitoring framework, attention to a range of
attacks in addition to the five categories cited in the
wording of the indicator. This is recognized in a resolu-
tion at the UNHRC in 2018 (Resolution A/HRC/39/L.7)
that calls upon:

States to strengthen national data collection, analy-
sis and reporting on the number of verified cases of
killing, kidnapping, enforced disappearance, arbitrary
detention, torture and other harmful acts against
journalists and associated media personnel, in accor-
dance with Sustainable Development Goal indicator
16.10.1. (UNHRC, 2018)

In its 2019 Resolution on safety of journalists
A/C.3/74/L.45/Rev.1, the UNGA (2019) has echoed this
wording. It is in this light that one can take note of a 2019
study by civil society groups that serves as a ‘shadow
report’ to official SDG monitoring processes, in regard
to eight Latin American countries (Voces del Sur, 2019).
This work expands beyond killings and the other human
rights violations cited in the indicator, and also gives
attention to “aggression and attacks,” “stigmatizing dis-
course,” “access to information,” “judicial procedures
against media outlets and journalists,” “abuse of state
power,” “juridical framework contrary to standards,” and
“internet restrictions” (Voces del Sur, 2019); the study
further assesses gendered dimensions where relevant.
Such initiatives illustrate how the agenda of the SDGs
enables comprehensive and action-oriented research
into the safety of journalists, keeping in mind as well the
value of a gendered analysis. In countries where jour-
nalists are not subjected to the most gross violations or
abuses of human rights, the “other harmful acts” (UNSD,
2018a) still call out for monitoring. In this sense, the SDG
16.10.1 opportunity has universal utility.

It is further worth observing that there appears to be
potential for research using indicator 16.10.1 and “other
harmful acts” (UNSD, 2018a) to link up with crime statis-
tics at national levels. This would entail data arising from
institutional practice of official agencies that use the ICCS
systems and which might be persuaded—in the interests
of SDG reporting—to disaggregate when victims are jour-
nalists or associated media personnel (or trades union-
ists and human rights defenders).

4. UNESCO’S Monitoring of Safety in Relation to
Operationalising Indicator 16.10.1

UNESCO’s mandate for monitoring journalism safety, lim-
ited to the data points of killings and impunity, predates
SDG indicator 16.10.1. However, it provides a basis that
in terms of which the organisation now also feeds infor-
mation into SDG monitoring at global level. The track-
ing by UNESCO also contributes to the Universal Periodic
Review process at the UNHRC as well to the governing
bodies at UNESCO itself.

The mandate stems originally from Resolution 29
‘Condemnation of violence against journalists,’ adopted
at the 29th General Conference in 1997, which invited
the Director-General to “condemn assassination and any
physical violence against journalists as a crime against
society” (UNESCO, 1997). This finds continuing partial
expression in regular media statements by the Director-
General about killings as they happen, and it enables
UNESCO to produce annual comparative totals. These
are accompanied by ongoing mandates from the inter-
governmental council of the organisation’s International
Programme for the Development of Communication
(IPDC), to include information on judicial follow-up to the
killings of journalists (see UNESCO, 2018a).

Torsner (2017, p. 133) observes that UNESCO’s mon-
itoring of killing and impunity “is useful for advocacy
about the need for the state to fulfil its duty in providing
protection and prosecuting the perpetrators of fatal at-
tacks on journalists,” but signals further that “this alone
has its limitations if the goal is to try to understand the
nature, dynamics and consequences of threats (some
of which culminate in killings) and to describe shifting
trends in journalism safety.”

The constraint in UNESCO’s role appears to be less
of a political issue than a practical one. As regards the
1997 mandate, to date the issue of “any physical vio-
lence” (UNESCO, 1997) has not been systematically mon-
itored at global level, nor uniformly condemned or oth-
erwise reported upon. It would appear in principle, that
this wording in the organisation’s mandate could at least
include “torture” as well as “kidnapping” and “enforced
disappearance” (UNSD, 2018a). It could also include “as-
sault” or “attempted murder” (UNSD, 2018a) which are
variables that can be correlated with ICCS codes men-
tioned in the SDG metadata.

What “any physical violence” (UNESCO, 1997) does
not cover is the category of non-physical attacks on
journalists—such as through intimidation (online or of-
fline) or digital disruptions and intrusions (such as DDOS
attacks or unwarranted surveillance, content interfer-
ence, or disproportionate blocks/filters). However, also
significant is Resolution 53 of UNESCO’s 36th General
Conference in 2011 which provides for the Secretariat to:

Monitor, in close cooperation with other United
Nations bodies and other relevant organizations ac-
tive in this field, the status of press freedomand safety
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of journalists, with emphasis on cases of impunity
for violence against journalists including monitoring
the judicial follow-up through the Intergovernmental
Council of the IPDC and to report on the devel-
opments in these fields to the biannual General
Conference. (UNESCO, 2011)

The wording of this 2011 mandate includes “the state
of press freedom” (UNESCO, 2011), which increasingly
is affected by issues such as digital attacks, harassment
and intimidation, and arbitrary detention, which are
not directly covered by the two earlier mandates men-
tioned above.

At the same time, the immensity of monitoring all
these issues at global level, while both possible in terms
of the UNESCO Member States’ mandates to the secre-
tariat, as well as the SDG metadata, is beyond the prac-
tical capacity of the organisation. Relevant to mention,
however, are country-level research instruments. One of
these is comprised by UNESCO’s country-based Media
Development Indicators (MDIs) assessments which have
been done in more than 20 countries in the past ten
years (UNESCO, n.d.). These studies use a research stan-
dard endorsed by UNESCO’s IPDC. The relevant section
here is mainly under key indicator 3.13 ”journalists, as-
sociated media personnel and media organisations can
practice their profession in safety,” covering “threats,
harassment, surveillance, physical attacks, unlawful de-
tentions” (UNESCO, n.d.). The “threats, harassment and
surveillance” (UNESCO, n.d.) categories do lend them-
selves to particular national level assessments, although
methodologies for assessing these raise questions. It
may be noted, however, that the Council of Europe’s
platform for accredited NGOs to report problems like
“threats” (Council of Europe, 2020), etc., does give a self-
reported measure. By its nature, however, covert surveil-
lance of journalists in particular is hard to monitor.

In selected countries, national monitoring of the
safety of journalists can also be synergized with the
specialized UNESCO/IPDC Journalists’ Safety Indicators
(UNESCO, 2015b). The Journalists’ Safety Indicators stud-
ies assess the state of journalists’ safety and the issue
of impunity by discussing safety across many axes. These
include surveillance or trailing, harassing phone calls, ar-
bitrary judicial or administrative harassment, aggressive
declarations by public officials, or other forms of pres-
sure that can jeopardise the safety of journalists in pur-
suing their work. In addition, these indicators assess the
actions of various stakeholders in promoting a safer en-
vironment for media workers.

Thus, both the MDIs and the Journalists’ Safety
Indicators offer opportunities at national level to feed
into country-based monitoring and reporting systems on
SDG 16.10.1. This mitigates that UNESCO does not sys-
tematically have a granular monitoring at global scale of
the other forms of attack beyond killings as listed in in-
dicator 16.10.1 and “other harmful acts” (UNSD, 2018a).
These existing approved research instruments, and the

wider mandates, can be useful for actors in individual
countries linking up to the SDGs opportunity.

5. Putting Focus on Elaborated Monitoring at the
National Level

A meeting of experts concerning indicator 16.10.1 at
UNESCO inMay 2018was premised on the idea of assess-
ing the potential for actors involved in monitoring safety
to align and expand their work on the range of attacks as
per themetadata. At the same time, the concept note for
the occasion also took cognizance of a counter argument
that rather than spreading resources on monitoring and
reporting on additional attacks, priority instead be given
to ramping up co-operation around killings and impunity.
At the same time, the note further observed that un-
der SDG’s monitoring scenario, countries also have the
opportunity to elaborate their own indicators. Also re-
flected in the note was the question of whether global
work could contribute at national level, to building do-
mestic capacity (possibly on a multi-stakeholder model)
in the form of sustainable local mechanisms for monitor-
ing attacks and impunity (e.g., based in national statistics
commissions, human rights commissions, justice min-
istries, or other bodies).

Encouragement for action at the country level was a
major outcome of a global consultation on the UN Plan
of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of
Impunity in 2017 (UNESCO, 2017b, 2017c). It is also ev-
ident in a decision taken at UNESCO’s 206th Executive
Board in April 2019, which encouraged Member States
to develop national information, prevention, protec-
tion, and prosecution systems, “as well as reporting on
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) indicator 16.10.1
including, where relevant, at the upcoming review dur-
ing the High-Level Political Forum in July 2019” (UNESCO,
2019d). Also relevant is a decision by the IPDC in
November 2018 which called for “enhancing current
monitoring in collaboration with UNESCO’s Institute of
Statistics (UIS) as appropriate, in order to align and rein-
force synergies with the methodology of the Universal
Periodic Review (UPR) [of the UNHRC] and the overall
reporting on SDG 16.10.1” (IPDC, 2018). Such enhance-
ment and its synergies with the UIS may hold potential
for strengthening national level initiatives.

UNESCO is not directly involved in national level SDG
monitoring or reporting, which is a voluntary issue for
each Member State. Each year, a number of states vol-
unteer to report to the UNGA about progress in a mech-
anism called the ‘Voluntary National Review.’ In addition,
a number of countries operate mechanisms for ongoing
assessment for their domestic purposes, such as report-
ing to parliament or the government.

Of significance to this monitoring is a suggestion
made at the 2018 expert meeting at UNESCO. This was
that UNESCO should supplement its Journalism Safety
Indicators with a model data collection template to offer
to actors at national level. Following this, UNESCOhas de-
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veloped a voluntary guideline as a contribution to the UN
Development Programme’s technical assistance to states
in SDG monitoring (see UN Development Programme,
2019). This guideline indicates explicitly that the offered
optionsmay also be of value to civil society andmedia ac-
tors seeking to work with governmental SDG-monitoring
processes, and/or wishing to produce shadow reports.
The options cover data points for assessing the safety
of journalists through examining relevant laws, policies,
personnel, and the existence of a monitoring system
on the subject. Further, as regards the range of attacks,
the data points include “killings,” “credible threats,” and
“intimidation,” as well as indicator 16.10.1’s reference
to “enforced disappearance, kidnapping, arbitrary deten-
tion and torture” (UNSD, 2018a) with the corresponding
ICCS categories.

6. Way Forward

A focus on national level possibilities informs the guide
by the International Freedom of Expression Exchange
(2019) which notes:

The UN Agenda 2030 calls on States to establish their
own concrete national and sub-national indicators for
tracking improvements, as well as to establish na-
tional review and accountability mechanisms. Civil so-
ciety can play a crucial role inmonitoring and advocat-
ing for progress. For example, in some countries, im-
plementation plans are developed with civil society;
in others, civil society prepares alternativemonitoring
reports.

As regards academia in particular, under the frame of the
UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the
Issue of Impunity, UNESCO in 2015 initiated a Research
Agenda for Academics with a list of ten suggested re-
search topics on safety issues (Berger, 2018; UNESCO,
2015a). This pre-dated the adoption of the SDGs, how-
ever it remains relevant to research linked to indicator
16.10.1. A number of publications have emerged directly
or indirectly in response to the Agenda and to safety of
journalists within the SDGs (see Baker, Murrell, &Martin,
2018, who published a special edition of the Australian
Journalism Review; Brambila & Hughes, 2019; Carlsson
& Pöyhtäri, 2017; and Fadnes, Skare Orgeret, & Krøvel,
2019, with a special edition of the journal Conflict and
Communication Online). According to the latter, at least
14 articles relevant to the UNESCO Research Agenda
were published in Journalism, Journalism Practice, Data
Journalism, and Journalism Studies in 2016, 2017, and
2018. There is certainly scope at country level to use
the Agenda to further operationalise the wider remit of
“other harmful acts” (UNSD, 2016b) against journalists.

In addition, case studies could document non-fatal at-
tacks, such as threats of death and other physical harms
to journalists and their families in a given society—and
then assess if such data serves as a reliable predictor of a

threshold for when violent acts actually get committed
(see also Torsner, 2017; UNESCO, 2019c). Researching
the local impact on the psychological health of reporters
is also important (see Jukes, 2015). Subnational research
is a further area that produces valuable insights (see
Brambila, 2017). In 2012, Elliott et al. remarked that lo-
cal journalists constituted over 80 percent of journalist
deaths during the previous decade (see also UNESCO,
2019b), which again draws attention to understand-
ing national and subnational contexts, and indeed to
whether there are any relationships within each of these
environments between the extent of fatal and non-fatal
attacks occurring there.

Case studies might also feed into other national
opportunities for SDG monitoring and reporting. The
data could also enrich research events on the safety of
journalists such as those to date which have accompa-
nied UNESCO’s global World Press Freedom Day con-
ference in Helsinki (in 2016), Jakarta (in 2017), Accra
(in 2018), and Addis Ababa (in 2019), and events
around the International Day to End Impunity for Crimes
Against Journalists (IDEI) which is commemorated each
2 November. There is also the opportunity of the annual
conference organised by Oslo Metropolitan University,
which is timed around IDEI. Presented by the University’s
research group called ‘Media, War and Conflict,’ the
event marked its fifth edition in 2019 (MEKK, 2019). The
2018 gathering addressed the ‘with what effect’ aspect
of ‘who did what to whom,’ by investigating links be-
tween attacks on journalists and the practice of self-
censorship (see Berger, 2018b).

In addition, the Centre for the Freedom of theMedia
at Sheffield University (n.d.) has created a Facebook-
based journalism safety research network, and along
with others has organised special panels at annual con-
ferences of the International Association for Media and
Communication Research. Additional data relevant to
16.10.1may emerge from theWorlds of Journalism (n.d.)
study consortium, which previously surveyed 27,500
journalists in 67 countries, and which has now decided
to include safety-related questions in their next round of
global research.

In summary, there is much momentum and there is
also much potential for research at national level to be-
come part of making history in harnessing efforts to the
opportunity of SDG 16.10.1. This can also help develop
standard categories and data sources that can facilitate
comparisons from year to year and improve potential for
aggregation of data across countries. The outputs can
help ensure the knowledge needed for achieving safety
of journalists. In turn, this can help inform change so as
to progress public access to information and fundamen-
tal freedoms, as well as to power momentum in each
concerned country towards achieving peace, justice, and
strong institutions, and the synergies between these ob-
jectives and the rest of the SDG agenda.
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Abstract
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) indicator 16.10.1 proposes an important monitoring agenda for the global recording
of a range of violations against journalists as a means to prevent attacks on the communicative functions of journalism.
However, the need for extensive collection of data on violations against journalists raises a number of methodological chal-
lenges. Our research shows the following issuesmust be addressed: the lack of conceptual consistency; the lack ofmethod-
ological transparency; the need for sophisticated data categorisation and disaggregation to enable data to bemerged from
different sources; the need to establish links to understand causal and temporal relations between people and events; and
the need to explore and utilize previously untapped data sources. If we are to strengthen the monitoring of SDG 16.10.1,
we propose to develop a robust and reliable events-based methodology and a set of tools which can facilitate the monitor-
ing of the full range of proposed 16.10.1 categories of violations, reconcile data from multiple sources in order to adhere
to the established 16.10.1 category definitions, and to further disaggregate the proposed 16.10.1 categories to provide
more in-depth information on each instance of a violations. This, we argue, will ultimately contribute towards better un-
derstanding of the contextual circumstances and processes producing aggressions against journalists.
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1. Introduction: The Problem of Adequate Monitoring

The UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and
the Issue of Impunity states that recent years have
shown “disquieting evidence of the scale and number
of attacks against the physical safety of journalists and
media workers as well as of incidents affecting their
ability to exercise freedom of expression” (UN, 2012,
p. 1). Perpetrators of these attacks span both state and
non-state actors, such as formal government represen-
tatives and security forces as well as organized crime
groups, militia, terrorist, and extra-state political groups.
The types of attacks include “killings, death-threats, dis-

appearances, abductions, hostage takings, arbitrary ar-
rests, prosecutions and imprisonments, torture and in-
human and degrading treatment, harassment, intimida-
tion, deportation, and confiscation of and damage to
equipment and property” (Organization for Security and
Co-Operation in Europe, 2012, p. 1). Research shows that
journalists are typically targeted because of their work
in holding power holders to account, for example when
exposing corruption and organized crime and reporting
in conflict zones (Horsley & Harrison, 2013; IFEX, 2015;
UNESCO, 2018a). Attacks are carried out in a variety of so-
cietal contexts that range from conflict and war zones, in-
creasingly fragile states or vulnerable regions, countries
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undergoing political or economic shocks, and in relatively
stable countries (Asal, Krain, Murdie, & Kennedy, 2016;
Bjørnskov & Freytag, 2016; Brambila, 2017; Collinson,
Wilson, & Thomson, 2014; Cottle, Sambrook, & Mosdell,
2016; Gohdes & Carey, 2017; Riddick, Thomson, Wilson,
& Purdie, 2008; Taback & Coupland, 2006; VonDoepp
& Young, 2013; Waisbord, 2002, 2007). Risk and haz-
ard exist in both conflict and non-conflict situations
and, worryingly, threats that intensify risk and hazard
have more recently migrated to on-line (Betz, Lisosky,
& Henrichsen, 2015; Reporters Without Borders [RSF],
2018; UNESCO, 2018b).

Other factors affecting the incidence of attacks are
also being recognised. These include gender (Ferrier,
2018; UNESCO, 2018b), the type of news medium the
journalist works for, the beat covered, or if the journal-
ist is local, foreign, and/or freelance (UNESCO, 2018b).
Problematically, the majority of intimidatory and vio-
lent acts against journalists and freedom of expression
are committed with impunity, meaning that the viola-
tions have no legal consequences and that perpetrators
go unpunished (Committee to Protect Journalists [CPJ],
2019a; Horsley, 2011; Parmar, 2014; UNESCO, 2018b).
Considering themulti-layered nature of problems of jour-
nalism safety, any efforts to address safety threats ulti-
mately depend upon our ability to understand and mea-
sure the complexities and dynamics of journalistic risk
and hazard.

The international community has increasingly come
to recognise the safe practice of journalism as a prereq-
uisite for sustainable and human rights-centred develop-
ment. This is acknowledged not least in the SDGs Agenda,
within which the occurrence of violations against the
safety of journalists has been included as an indicator
of Target 16.10, which aims to “ensure public access
to information and protect fundamental freedoms,” by
recording “verified cases of killing, kidnapping, enforced
disappearance, arbitrary detention and torture of jour-
nalists and other harmful acts” (Human Rights Council
[HRC], 2018) through indicator 16.10.1. Indicator 16.10.1
will therefore be used to assess overall progress to the
wider SDG 16, which seeks to “promote peaceful and
inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide
access to justice for all and build effective, accountable
and inclusive institutions at all levels” (UN, 2019).

While the SDG agenda in this way opens up a path for
the potential universal monitoring of violations against
journalists, the requirements in terms of comprehen-
sive data collection raise a number of methodological
challenges that currently stand in the way of generat-
ing the data needed to achieve the formulated moni-
toring goals. Ultimately, adequate monitoring of occur-
rences of attacks on journalists is essential for under-
standing the complexity, scale, and nature of these prob-
lems and thus “a crucial step toward establishing an em-
pirical evidence base that can serve to tailor interven-
tions aimed at safeguarding journalists and their work”
(Torsner, 2017, p. 129).

In short, these methodological challenges can be de-
scribed as twofold. First, the availability of reliable qual-
ity data on a range of abuses is an issue. Here it is impor-
tant to emphasise that the gathering of data on any type
of abuse against journalists and the verification of its ac-
curacy is a tremendously challenging undertaking that is
being diligently carried out by a range of civil society ac-
tors. This process often involves having to gather data
in the field from volatile and/or conflict-ridden societies
(IFEX, 2011, pp. 20–22), and in contexts where powerful
actors and vested interests are able to conceal or pre-
vent information related to attacks on journalists from
coming to light (RSF, 2019; Sullivan, 2018). Furthermore,
institutionalised local mechanisms that could facilitate
the systematic collection of data on abuses may be un-
der development or completely absent in many contexts.
Importantly, this extends beyond conflict situations to in-
clude developing and developed democracies (Pöyhtäri,
2016, p. 177; UNESCO, 2015). Moreover, data collected
by local civil society organisations are rarely compiled
into a common repository of data that can be used to-
wards the monitoring of indicator 16.10.1 or for struc-
tural cross-country comparison or the domestic analysis
of trends (see Gasteazoro, Gómez, & García, 2019, for an
example of a regional initiative to monitor 16.10.1).

Secondly, the empirical measurability of indicator
16.10.1 is also a pinch point. The UN statistical commis-
sion, which is overseeing the work on operationalising
the indicators, initially argued that the 16.10.1 measure-
ment had some weaknesses and ranked it as a Tier III in-
dicator (theweakest category).While being based on “in-
ternationally agreed standards [that] include UN Human
Rights Council Resolution A/HRC/27/5; UNGA Resolution
A/RES/69/185; UN Security Council Resolution 1738;
UNESCO Executive Board Decision 196 EX/Decision 31;
and the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists
and the Issue of Impunity” (UN, 2016, p. 55), the Tier
III ranking of indicator 16.10.1 meant that no “estab-
lished methodology and standards” existed for the indi-
cator or that “a methodology/standards” were in devel-
opment (UN, 2018, p. 3). Work has since been under-
taken to “refine the methodology and expand the data
collection scope of the indicator” and as a result, indi-
cator 16.10.1 has been upgraded to a Tier II indicator
(UN, 2018, p. 30). It is thus now regarded as “concep-
tually clear [with an] established methodology and stan-
dards available but data are not regularly produced by
countries” (UNESCO, 2018c, p. 2). Consequently, even
if a methodology for measuring and capturing data on
threats and attacks against journalists is developed, the
problem of limitations when it comes to access to re-
liable data still remains. Any attempt to improve mon-
itoring should therefore ideally address the issue of
generating quality data and establishing a methodology
for systematising and comprehensively measuring safety
threats concomitantly.

In practical terms, this article is concerned with
methodological development aimed at contributing to
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the concretemeasurement of the delineated 16.10.1 cat-
egories of violations against journalists. This immediate
utility-oriented goal is, however, interlinked in important
ways with a more overarching research agenda focus-
ing on the task of developing methodologies of mea-
surement to strengthen current data gathering so that
it captures the contextual complexity necessary to un-
derstand problems of safety in a more comprehensive
way. From a sociological perspective, understood to en-
compass the methodical examination of society, social
interaction and patterns (Allan, 2006), generating under-
standing of the phenomenon of safety violations as com-
plex is at the very heart of what the article seeks to con-
tribute towards. Whereas “[f]actual research shows how
things occur…sociology does not just consist of collect-
ing facts” (Giddens, 2009, p. 10), sociology is concerned
with “why things happen” (Giddens, 2009, p. 11) for the
purpose ofmaking sense of factual observations. Lacking
a ground-level understanding of the facts of how viola-
tions against journalists are manifest in the real world
will ultimately prevent any broader analysis into why
the world is so constituted, and consequently how the
causes and wider societal consequences of attacks on
journalists should be assessed. It is thus against the back-
ground of such awider line of inquiry, of tracking not only
the incidence and nature of violations themselves (their
manifestation), but also their causes and consequences
that themethodological groundwork in this article is con-
ducted (Torsner, 2019).

The challenges to achieving this are diverse and sub-
stantial, as addressing them requires that statistics on
violations against journalists are not only systematically
recorded as high-level categories of information—such
as counting the number of killed or imprisoned journal-
ists within a country on a yearly basis. Indeed, such infor-
mation needs to be recorded in a way that can provide a
disaggregated understanding of the context of each viola-
tion. This would also need to allow for the disaggregation
of risk factors through the macro, meso, and micro soci-
ological levels of analysis (Giddens, 2009; Ritzer, 2011)
and therefore understanding an environment hostile to
free and independent journalism as arising from a con-
tinuum of patterns of influence emerging from interac-
tions and “articulations between systems and actors, be-
tween structures and practices” (Ferreira & Serpa, 2017,
p. 3, 2019).

The 16.10.1 indicators ultimately produce categories
of information that allow for the identification of the
number of times journalists have been exposed to a spe-
cific type of violation (killing, arbitrary arrest, and so
on). However, any comprehensive monitoring must be
approached holistically, taking into account the multi-
dimensional nature of safety problems as not only con-
sisting of manifestations but also causes and conse-
quences that go beyond the immediate consequences
suffered by the individual journalist as a result of an
attack. Indeed, such consequences influence the prac-
tice of journalism, for instance by giving rise to prac-

tices of self-censorship (Clark & Grech, 2017; Harrison &
Pukallus, 2018), as well as for society more broadly as
journalistic voices are silenced.

Whereas this would require the systematic study of
risk as producedby social actors including the state, econ-
omy, the law, and the institution of journalism itself, the
aim of this article is narrower in terms of its particular fo-
cus on the improvement of the monitoring of violations
of the safety of the individual journalist. Nevertheless,
the article does so through the lens of sociological holism
with the aim of preparing the ground for establishing a
monitoring methodology that allows for the recording
and subsequent understanding also of the reasons why
violations occur and how the implications of such viola-
tions for society at large should be understood. To this
end the events-based approach developed in this article
meets this requirement of holism by serving as a tool for
amore systematic and disaggregatedmethodological ap-
proach to generate and systematise information on vio-
lations against journalists.

To show how this is achieved, the article will first
diagnose the limitations with extant data that is being
used to track and record violations against journalists for
the purpose of 16.10.1. Second, it examines possibilities
for establishing an events-based methodology for moni-
toring SDG 16.10.1 in a way that generates high-quality
data and allows for the merging of diverse information
through the establishment of an ontological categorisa-
tion scheme.

2. Current Data Limitations Preventing Comprehensive
SDG 16.10.1 Monitoring

To understand the empirical and methodological limita-
tions of existing data we examined a selection of data
sets that provide examples of international, regional and
national level monitoring of violations against journal-
ists (see Appendix 1 in the Supplementary File). We then
studied the extent to which the categories of informa-
tion recorded by monitoring organisations cover the five
main SDG 16.10.1 violations categories (killings, kidnap-
ping, enforced disappearance, arbitrary detention, and
torture) as well as the sixth category of ‘other harmful
acts’ (added to the categories of violations through the
adoption of theHumanRights Council Resolution in 2018;
HRC, 2018). Our findings show that there are three key
areas that must be addressed to achieve effective moni-
toring of SDG 16.10.1 and to better understand the con-
textual circumstances producing attacks against journal-
ists. These include: a) the issue of data coverage; b) the
issue of data reconciliation and disparate definitions; and
c) problems of data categorisation and systematisation.

a) The issue of data coverage

Our research shows that the violations category of
killings is recorded in all data sets covered. Although illus-
trated here through a representative sample, the conclu-

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 1, Pages 89–100 91



sion that killings are the violation most commonly mon-
itored is consistent with findings presented elsewhere
(see e.g., Torsner, 2017, 2019). Whereas the monitor-
ing of lethal attacks against journalists is absolutely es-
sential since it captures the most serious form of viola-
tion of journalistic expression, the argument here is that
it is necessary to widen current monitoring to include
the full range of physical and non-physical attacks per-
petrated against journalists. This ultimately points to the
need to respond to wider lines of inquiry such as un-
covering how different societal contexts produce certain
types of violations against journalists; sub-national and
regional variations in violations; the types of violations
facing different categories of journalists; and the range
of responses to attacks (e.g., from families, peers, news
organisations, civil society, and states). While these in-
vestigations lie beyond the scope of this article, it is nev-
ertheless the aim here to build the foundations for these
explorations by establishing a methodological infrastruc-
ture that enables such analyses to be conducted from
the data. Indeed, any such wider analytical assessment
on the nature and scope of challenges to the safety of
journalists using only data on lethal violations “as a sin-
gle indicator of risk” (Torsner, 2019, p. 128) may lead to
incorrect conclusions with regards to trends and their
real manifestation (see e.g., Landman & Carvalho, 2010,
p. 50). If we look beyond the category of killings to the
other SDG 16.10.1 categories, we see that there are sub-
stantial differences in the coverage of incident types,
with certain categories of violations being recorded by
some organisations but not by others. Importantly, this
points to the disparate nature of categories that are used
to record violations. The fact that data sets covering a
specific national context (such as La Fundación para la
Libertad de Prensa) tend to record a wider range of cate-
gories than those covering international statistics (repre-
sented here by the CPJ) indicates the need also to facili-
tate the incorporation of data collected in a local context
when monitoring SDG 16.10.1.

In addition to limitations related to data range and
coverage, conceptual inconsistencies between different
data sets are also preventing comprehensive monitoring
of 16.10.1. Examining the data on lethal violations re-
veals that a number of definitional, methodological, and
verification-related considerations lead various monitor-
ing organisations to differing approaches when it comes
to how, when andwhy they record a killing in their tallies,
for example who is considered a journalist (only profes-
sional journalists, or also citizen journalists and bloggers).
These considerations cause yearly statistics on killings
within a country to differ between organisations (see
e.g., IFEX, 2011; Sarikakis et al., 2017; Torsner, 2017).

b) The issue of data reconciliation and disparate
definitions

Our findings also show that there is a lack of concep-
tual consistency across data sets, with numerous defi-

nitions being used to describe the same type of viola-
tion. Given that the rationale for the guidelines on the
metadata for indicator 16.10.1 provided by the Office of
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)
is based on human rights provisions (such as the right to
life and liberty), making extant data compatible with defi-
nitions adopted for monitoring 16.10.1 is key, and under-
lines the problem of conceptual inconsistency with ex-
tant datawhich also does not expressly adopt the 16.10.1
definitions. These definitional challenges become par-
ticularly clear when considering the category of ‘other
harmful acts’ (HRC, 2018) where the disparate nature of
definitions used makes any attempt to harmonize differ-
ent data sets in a way that adheres to the 16.10.1 cate-
gorisation far from straightforward.

c) Problems of data categorisation and systematisation

Whereas generating more data on a wide range of differ-
ent types of violations is key to strengthening the moni-
toring of 16.10.1, we also argue that improving monitor-
ing is not simply a matter of gathering more data of the
kind that already exists. Rather, methodological develop-
ment is also needed with regards to data categorisation
and systematisation. This can be illustrated through the
statistics on instances of lethal violations which are com-
monly recorded as counts of the number of yearly oc-
currences of killings within a country. These figures are
accompanied by varying levels of detail about the inci-
dent and its surrounding circumstances. In some cases,
only the bare minimum facts (that a killing has occurred)
are recorded, at least in structured form, while in oth-
ers, a wider picture is put together. In most cases, a large
amount of additional information is left as unstructured
qualitative free text, which currently serves no purpose
in terms of classification and wider monitoring efforts,
but could be extremely useful to more systematically un-
derstand the bigger picture and to identify causal, tem-
poral, and other relations between events, such as inves-
tigating the escalation of threats into full-scale killings.

From the perspective of trying to contextualise and
understand why and how journalist murders occur, the
recording of detailed information that goes beyond
statistics that count the number of killings is thus par-
ticularly important. The CPJ records categories of infor-
mation related to a killing, such as the type of perpetra-
tor involved (e.g., military, political, or government ac-
tors), the types of topics covered by the journalist (e.g.,
corruption, human rights, or war), as well as whether
they received threats prior to being murdered. CPJ also
records the status of the judicial investigation into a
killing through the categories of ‘complete impunity,’
‘partial justice,’ and ‘full justice’ (CPJ, 2019b). While such
further disaggregation of information related to a killing
is very valuable, we argue that there is a need to system-
atically record additional sub-categories of information
providing more in-depth information on each instance
of a violation, which could for instance be used to map
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how acts of intimidation against a journalist might esca-
late into lethal violence.

In the following section, we develop a proposal for
addressing these outlined data limitations by using an
events-based methodology rather than the traditional
person-centric approach, and demonstrate how such a
methodology can effectively improve existing monitor-
ing of violations against journalists.

3. An Events-Based Methodology for the Improved
Monitoring of 16.10.1

Within social science analysis, events are commonly stud-
ied social phenomena ranging from macro social events
(e.g., regime changes and civil unrest) to micro events
affecting an individual (Landman & Carvalho, 2010). For
the purpose of this article, an event is essentially un-
derstood as a violation of the rights of a journalist. By
responding to the questions of what happened, when,
andwhowas involved, an events-basedmeasure can pro-
vide descriptive or numerical summaries of human rights
events (Bollen, 1992, p. 37). Accordingly, the data can
be disaggregated at the level of the violation, as well
as at the level of the person (the individual journalist),
which allows for the contextualisation and recording of
related information in an in-depth manner. This may in-
clude: information about key actors involved in a viola-

tion and their interrelationships (victim, perpetrator, and
witnesses); the time and place of the violation; and the
systematic recording of multiple violations experienced
by the same victim (e.g., detention, torture, and killing),
or a single violation experienced bymultiple victims (e.g.,
a bombing). This is illustrated in Figure 1, which shows
an excerpt from a BBC (2018) report on the murder of
Maltese journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia.

Applying the event-based approach, all the facets of
this narrative statement can be represented, allowing
for both the notion of a hierarchy of events (i.e., an
event can contain sub-events) and the notion of chains
of events (which can be causal and/or temporal). This
can be achieved by categorising each incident (an over-
all scenario which involves one or more journalists) as
an event which may contain further sub-events (e.g., tor-
ture during imprisonment) and which may have links to
other sub-events (such as death resulting from the tor-
ture). In this way, multiple violations of a single person
can be represented in a connected way, as well as the
same event happening to multiple people. For example,
the Caruana Galizia case could be represented as shown
in Figure 2.

Having illustrated howan events-based approach can
facilitate the uncovering of deeper explanation and un-
derstanding of what happened and why it happened in
a particular context, the article will now investigate how

The family of murdered Maltese an�-corrup�on journalist Daphne Caruana Galizia is demanding an
independent public inquiry because she had suffered years of in�mida�on.

She was killed by a car bomb near her home in October. Her widely-read blog accused top poli�cians
of corrup�on.

One of her sons, Paul, said three pet dogs were killed and a�empts were made to burn down the
journalist’s home.

Figure 1. Excerpt from BBC report of the death of Daphne Caruana Galizia. Source: BBC (2018).

•   Dogs killed
•   A�empt to burn
     down house
•   Legal ac�on

Events prior
to murder

INTIMIDATION JUDICIAL FOLLOW-UP
REACTIONS

CONSEQUENCES

Events connected
with murder

Events following
murder

•   Details of murder
•   Loca�on
•   Time

•   Judicial processes
•   Status of impunity
•   Con�nuing lawsuits
     targe�ng murdered
     journalists

MURDER

Figure 2. Event-based representation of the case of Daphne Caruana Galizia, with an ‘intimidation’ event containing sepa-
rate sub-events of ‘dog killing’ and ‘home burning attempts,’ followed chronologically (though not necessarily causally) by
the ‘murder’ event (the car bomb), and subsequently by various judicial follow-up events. Note: Each of these events has
a number of features attached to it (not depicted), such as the name of the victim, a date, and time.
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the events-based approach combined with an ontologi-
cal classification scheme can address several problem ar-
eas identified in the initial data review.

3.1. How Can Developing an Events-Based Methodology
Improve the Monitoring of Violations against
Journalists?

As illustrated, the events-based approach provides a way
to deal with the complex nature of a human rights viola-
tion and its recording, by putting the violation itself at the
centre and allowing for its in-depth description. What
might be considered a single violation (such as a killing)
might upon closer examination be interrelated with sev-
eral other events (such as various forms of intimidation
in the case of Daphne Caruana Galizia). This is important
in order to understand the progression of events: It is crit-
ical to know whether killings typically appear in isolation
or as the final act in a series of violations gradually in-
creasing in severity, and similarly to understand whether
threats or more minor incidents gradually escalate into
more serious ones. To deal with these types of relations
between event types and for their categorisation, we use
a shallow ontology as a form of hierarchical classification
system. Gruber (1993, p. 199) originally defined an ontol-
ogy as “an explicit specification of a conceptualization.”
In simple terms, an ontology can be considered as es-
sentially a hierarchical structure with general categories
at the top level, branching out in more specific subcate-
gories at lower levels, as shown in Figure 3, where ‘shoot-
ing’ is a more specific subcategory of ‘physical attack,’
which is itself a subcategory of ‘abuse.’

There are several important things to note about the
use of an ontology as a classification system. First, an
ontology is typically a directed acyclic graph, not a tree,
which means among other things that categories can be
represented in multiple places simultaneously (multiple
inheritance). For example, ‘bombing’ could be a subcat-
egory of both ‘murder’ and ‘collateral target.’ Second, it
enables information to be represented at varying levels
of granularity. Some databases record quite broad cat-
egories (e.g., Mapping Media Freedom does not distin-
guish between arrest and imprisonment) while other in-
formation sources have more specific categories, mak-
ing a clear distinction between those two things. This
has the advantage that information can easily be ag-
gregated in different ways, depending on the level of

specificity required (e.g., one can look at all abuse as
a single unit, or one can look specifically at all psycho-
logical abuse as a subset of this). In its simpler forms,
ontological classification is compatible with a spread-
sheet structure and can be used to create aggregated
datasets that can then be semantically searched via po-
tentially complex queries (see e.g., Maynard, Funk, &
Lepori, 2017; Maynard, Roberts, Greenwood, Rout, &
Bontcheva, 2017).

3.2. The Use of a Classification Hub as a Means to
Merge Disparate Data Sources

To help mitigate these issues, we propose the adop-
tion of an ontology as a central hub which enables the
mapping of different categorisation schemes. We should
note, however, that there is no real concept of a sin-
gle correct ontology—as with the existing categorisation
schemes used by the monitoring organisations, an on-
tology offers a subjective viewpoint. A good ontology is
therefore one which adequately meets the needs of the
situation and data. On the other hand, an ontology of-
fers a flexible approach which solves the problem of non-
commensurability by enabling mapping to existing cate-
gorisation and classification schemes.

As we see from the Appendix 1 in the Supplementary
File, different monitoring efforts may use different terms
and classification systems. For example, one monitoring
effort may consider online hate speech to be a particu-
lar kind of psychological threat, along with other verbal
abuse, while another may consider it a particular kind of
online threat along with doxxing, online censoring, etc.
Similarly, one may use the term ‘assassination’ while an-
other may use the term ‘murder’—these may or may
not represent the same set of events. Ideally, a standard-
ised set of terms and schemes should be used by every-
one, but a prescriptive strategy that dictates preferen-
tial terminology and classifications is simply impossible
to enforce, and is highly problematic. Thus, we suggest
a more flexible solution that allows monitoring organi-
sations and researchers to enhance the existing data by
mapping to an ontology-based solution.

As we have already mentioned, existing categori-
sation schemes for both killings and other acts of vi-
olence against journalists are insufficient for our pur-
pose, because they are not comprehensive and because
they differ widely, resulting in incommensurable data.

Abuse

Harassment Physical A�ack

Torture Sexual assault Shoo�ng

Surveillance Psychological Abuse

Figure 3. Simple partial ontology showing the relationship between (a selected set of) different kinds of abuse.
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Bearing in mind that we do not wish to impose a new
subjective classification scheme, we turn instead to ex-
isting well-defined schemes from the fields of human
rights and crime—namely HURIDOCS (Dueck, Guzman,
& Verstappen, 2001) from the former (see Table 1)
and International Crime Classification Scheme (ICCS;
UN Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015) from the latter
(see Table 2).

UNESCO has already started to investigate the ICCS
in this respect (see guidelines on the metadata for indi-
cator 16.10.1 provided by the OHCHR, 2018). We there-
fore propose there should be mapping to both schemes
via an intermediary set of terms/classes, as shown in the
Supplementary File. For example, currently there are no
specific classes in either scheme for many of the kinds
of violations we want to monitor, e.g., cyberbullying has
only the general class (threat, harassment, psychological
assault); exile has a specific class in HURIDOCS but not
in ICCS (where it just falls under ‘other deprivation of lib-
erty’) because it is not specifically a crime. The linking
of existing classification systems to definitions of human
rights violations such as HURIDOCS also helps to estab-
lish a link to the 16.10.1 category definitions. Crucially,
such a link is currently lacking in current monitoring. Our
approach therefore has the potential to embed 16.10.1

monitoring into the sustainable ongoing and institutional
practice of official agencies such as HURIDOCS, assuming
that it is possible to disaggregate victims in terms of their
link to journalism.

A further benefit of adopting a semantic form of
categorisation using an ontology-based classification sys-
tem is that it enables representation at different lev-
els of granularity and easy exchange between different
datasets. As we have seen from the table in Appendix 1
in the Supplementary File, some schemes do not make
subtle distinctions. Where this information is available
(either through the existing scheme or through analysis
of additional data on the event), our approach will en-
able us to make fine-grained distinctions; where it is not,
we can simply assimilate data at a lesser granularity.

In Figure 4, we show a possible conceptual structure
for mapping between existing categorisations, text, and
databases. On the left we see information from a CPJ
database. Blue boxes denote (existing) categories in the
various schemes, with blue arrows connecting categories
together, while red boxes denote instances of records.
Thus, in the CPJ database we see an instance (Record 01)
which is some text about the journalist AbayHailu. In that
database, the event has been categorised as ‘Dangerous
Assignment.’ The horizontal blue arrow maps this cate-

Table 1. Excerpt from HURIDOCS classification scheme for killings, showing code, and description.

01 Violations of the right to life

0101 Direct actions which violate the right to life
010101 Deliberate killings of specific individuals
01010101 Summary execution
01010102 Extra-judicial execution outside any legal proceedings
01010103 Legal execution (capital punishment)
01010104 Politically-motivated killing by non-state agent(s)
01010105 Murder (deliberate killing which ought to be seen as a common criminal act)

Table 2. ICCS categorisation of acts of killing.

Section 01 Acts leading to death or intending to cause death

Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Crime

0101 Intentional homicide
0102 Attempted intentional homicide
0103 Non-intentional homicide

010301 Non-negligent manslaughter
010302 Negligent manslaughter

010321 Vehicular homicide
010322 Non-vehicular homicide

0104 Assisting or instigating suicide
010401 Assisting suicide
010409 Other acts of assisting or instigating suicide

0105 Euthanasia
0106 Illegal feticide
0107 Unlawful killing associated with armed conflict
0108 Other acts leading to death or intending to cause death

Media and Communication, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 1, Pages 89–100 95



Dangerous
Assignment

0101 Direct
ac�ons which
violate the right
to life

010106 Death in
certain loca�ons

010103 Killings
in the context of
conflict

0107 Unlawful
killing associated
with armed conflict

01 Acts leading to
death or intending
to cause death

01010601 Death
in deten�on or
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CPJ database
ICCS scheme

HURIDOCS scheme

Figure 4. A conceptual structure for mapping events.

gory from the CPJ database to the HURIDOCS category
0101 (direct actions which violate the right to life) in the
centre of the picture. This might seem an odd mapping,
but HURIDOCS has no category that really fits ‘Dangerous
Assignment’ specifically, sowemap it at the highest level,
which equates just to ‘killing.’ The HURIDOCS scheme
depicts a couple of sub-classes of Category 01, such
as Category 01010601. This can be linked with the tex-
tual description of Abay Hailu’s death from CPJ—either
manually or by automated Natural Language Processing
tools—because both describe death in prison. On the
right-hand side of the picture, we also show how one
might link other schemes such as ICCS to the hub. Rather
than linking directly from the CPJ record to ICCS, we sim-
ply link ICCS categories to HURIDOCS categories where
possible, so that by extension, we can deduce the link
from an instance of an event to the ICCS (and other clas-
sification schemes). This minimises the amount of work
needed each time a new event is added. So we can map
ICCS Category 01 ‘Acts leading to death or intending to
cause death’ directly to HURIDOCS Category 0101, and
we can link ICCS Category 0107 ‘Unlawful killing associ-
ated with armed conflict’ directly to HURIDOCS Category
010103 ‘Killings in the context of conflict.’

It is important to note that the scheme also enables
the mapping of multiple sources of information together.
Figure 4 shows the addition of the information from the
free text description about Hailu’s death, but we can add
as many other sources as we want, such as additional
news reports, information recorded in other databases,
or even from social media. Discussion of this is beyond
the scope of this report, but methods for information ex-
traction and information mapping can be used to pull to-
gether the information into a single coherent represen-
tation. Finally, we touch briefly on the inter-related issue
of information verification.

3.3. Verification of Information

Indicator 16.10.1 also specifies that cases must be ver-
ified. This means that reported cases should contain a
minimum set of relevant information on particular peo-
ple and incidents, which have been reviewed by man-
dated bodies, mechanisms, and institutions, who in turn
have found reasonable grounds to believe that a viola-
tion took place. One of the most critical problems in the
monitoring of data on killings—and other forms of vio-
lence against journalists—is connected with the validity
and reliability of this data. Many factors can affect the
counts of violations and thus confuse the data, such as
the differences in what to count. For example, the CPJ
only considers cases where a direct link to journalism is
proven, while others, such as RSF, count also prima facie
links and unproven cases.

The reporting of killings and other events may be in-
accurate due to deliberate disinformation, such as ad-
justing the numbers of harmed journalists, not reporting
that a journalist was harmed, or falsely reporting that a
journalist was not harmed. It may also simply be misin-
formation due to rumour, uncertainty or confusion (such
as using different names for the same person), or due
to differences in definitions and data collection method-
ologies (see for instance IFEX, 2011). Enormous research
effort has recently been put into developing methods
to recognise and categorise various forms of false infor-
mation in news reports and social media (del Vicario
et al., 2016; Kim, Tabibian, Oh, Schölkopf, & Gomez-
Rodriguez, 2018; Tucker et al., 2018), and there are a
number of research projects addressing this issue, such
asWeVerify. Investigations into fake news and false infor-
mation have also been undertaken by both the UK gov-
ernment (House of Commons, 2018) and the European
Parliament (2019).
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In this research, we focus on methods to deal with
inaccurate or incorrect information. We propose to ad-
dress the notion of information verification in our mon-
itoring approach by developing a range of mechanisms
for automatically assessing the likelihood of correctness.
For this we can consider features such as the number of
sources reporting the event, the nature of these sources
(some sources are known to be more reliable than oth-
ers), the similarity between the reports, and the nature
of this similarity. We propose to address the notion of
information verification in our monitoring approach by
developing a range of mechanisms for automatically as-
sessing the likelihood of correctness. For this we can con-
sider features such as the number of sources reporting
the event, the nature of these sources (some sources are
known to bemore reliable than others), the similarity be-
tween the reports, and the nature of this similarity. We
recommend including measures of: number of sources;
type of sources (news, social media, eyewitness reports,
etc.); reliability of the sources (a number of initiatives are
focusing on this, such as the Global Disinformation Index,
2019; the Journalism Trust Initiative, 2018; and Media
Bias Fact Check, 2019); and content reliability (for in-
stance, a number of tools are being developed currently
for verification of news, debunking, and fact-checking).

Finally, when the information in two or more sources
conflicts, their reliability is inherently questionable, and
this can be an additional factor to consider. In order
to determine whether two records of an event can be
matched or merged, we can consider each feature’s im-
portance (see Postma, Ilievski, & Vossen, 2018).

4. Conclusions

In response to the current limitationswith data that is be-
ing gathered on violations against journalists on the na-
tional, regional, and international levels, and the range
of challenges in monitoring the 16.10.1 indicators, this
article has suggested that an events-based methodol-
ogy adopting an ontological classification scheme pro-
vides a new means to map disparate data sources re-
lating to attacks on journalists. Such an approach repre-
sents a way forward in improving our understanding of
the manifestations of violations against journalists as it
captures the real world complexity of these violations,
while simultaneously making it possible to adhere to ex-
isting norms and schemes without trying to impose un-
wanted restraints on those who collect information in
the field (often under adverse conditions) and organi-
sations who maintain records of violations for monitor-
ing purposes. We therefore propose to realise this event-
based approach bymeans of methods and tools that aim
to strengthen ongoing monitoring efforts by facilitating
processes to generate, categorise, and systematise data
on a wide range of violation types. This article provides a
starting point and roadmap for envisioning and designing
prototype tools and associated methodologies that we
ultimately hope will contribute towards building a com-

prehensive evidence base to understand how and why
violations occur in more depth, while also contributing
towards addressing and redressing problems of safety in
a more efficient way. Through this approach, there is no
requirement for any currentmonitoring efforts tomodify
their practices, but rather, we propose there could be en-
hancement of their data through the use of text analytics
and more complex classification and mapping schemes.
This data enhancement applies equally to individual lo-
cal monitoring efforts and to global, more encompass-
ing schemes.

Nevertheless, there are a number of challenges and
assumptions to be considered. First, an events-based
methodology is a relatively fundamental change in think-
ing, which may not appeal to all. Second, local monitor-
ing organisations must be open to ideas about collabo-
rative working practices to improve monitoring efforts,
whichmay involve sharing of data. Third, even if tools are
provided, there is no guarantee that they will be used by
relevant stakeholders. While the approach that we pro-
pose is only meant to serve to enhance existing informa-
tion, it does require additional effort to use and under-
stand. Related to this, it is important to understand that
the use of automated tools is not without risk, particu-
larly if not taken in its proper context. Natural language
processing is certainly not infallible, and mistakes will be
made by automated tools. Thus, there is an important
element of caveat emptor. The same applies to verifica-
tion tools, which again should only be used as a guide
and not a solution; for example, a risk of inadvertent
exclusion and inclusion applies if tools/accreditation are
implemented and become de facto statements of trust
across diverse information sources.

Moving forward, we see two key avenues to pur-
sue. First, improved monitoring is required: Based on
the needs and priorities of the community of monitor-
ing organisations and/or individual or groups of moni-
toring civil society organisations, tools should be devel-
oped to address issues of data generation, categorisation
and systematising, both for the systematic monitoring of
16.10.1, and for strengthening the monitoring capacity
of local civil society organisations. Second, improved re-
search and analysis of violations against journalists is re-
quired, addressing the need for data tools that can facili-
tate the comprehensive analysis of shifting safety trends
for the purpose of better understanding the nature and
dynamics of safety threats.
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