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�Since wars begin in the minds of men and women 
it is in the minds of men and women that the 
defences of peace must be constructed.�

Independent journalism�the kind that favours public interest over political, commercial, or 
factional agendas�is in peril. The rapid erosion of the business models underpinning media 
sustainability has deepened a crisis in the freedom and safety of journalists around the world. 
The global response to these challenges in the coming decade will be decisive for the survival 
of a democratic public sphere.

Over the past �ve years, approximately 85 percent of the world�s population experienced a 
decline in press freedom in their country. Even in countries with long traditions of safeguarding 
free and independent journalism, �nancial and technological transformations have forced 
news outlets, especially those serving local communities, to close. With readership and 
advertising markets moving online, advertising revenue for newspapers plummeted by nearly 
half in the ten-year period ending in 2019. The subsequent COVID-19 
pandemic and its global economic impact have exacerbated this 
trend, now threatening to create an �extinction level� event for 
independent journalism outlets.

The 2021/2022 global edition of the �agship series of 
reports on World Trends in Freedom of Expression and 
Media Development examines these questions with 
a special focus on �journalism as a public good�. The 
�ndings are grounded in data-based analysis, conducted 
by UNESCO in partnership with Data-Pop Alliance, of trends 
in media freedom, pluralism, independence, and the safety of 
journalists, and supplemented by original research by Economist 
Impact conducted for this Report.

Journalism is a public good
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The year 2021 marked the 30th anniversary of the Windhoek Declaration, 
from which the United Nations, following in the footsteps of African 
journalists, committed to the development of free, pluralistic, and 
independent media�a principle that lies at the very heart of UNESCO�s 
mandate.

During COVID-19, when access to quality information has been a life-and-
death issue, we have once again seen how our societies need journalists 
and media professionals to inform citizens in an increasingly complex world. 
However, the pandemic has also underlined, and sometimes aggravated, 
the threats weighing on the media�from �nancial fragility to attacks on 
press freedom. These threats can even be existential, as António Guterres, 
the Secretary-General of the United Nations, has highlighted.

To counteract these threats, we �rst need to measure and understand them.  This is what UNESCO does, by acting as a 
global observer and by publishing this landmark report: World Trends in Freedom of Expression and Media Development. This 
work would not be possible without the unwavering support of our partners, especially Sweden, through the Multi-Donor 
Programme on Freedom of Expression and Safety of Journalists.

The 2021/2022 edition of the World Trends Report, which builds on research carried out with researchers and universities in 
partnership with Economist Impact, monitors the evolution of these trends since 2016.  Between the persistence of these 
phenomena and their drastic acceleration, we can make out three major challenges to accessing information. 

The �rst continues to be the safety of journalists. The Report underlines the unique nature of this issue by showing that, 
in the countries concerned, violence against journalists cannot simply be explained by overall homicide rates or impunity 
for violent crimes in general. The Report also highlights the new rami�cations of this pernicious problem, including the 
development of online violence and violence speci�cally targeting women journalists. 

The second challenge�freedom of the press and information�encompasses many issues in the digital age. First, there 
is the regulation of online discourse, which, if not accurately de�ned and balanced, can endanger freedom of expression, 
as our research shows. There is also the question of the growing role of online platforms and their algorithms, which are 
often opaque when it comes to access to information, despite the proliferation of false information and hate speech. The 
last subject of concern is editorial independence, which is sometimes lacking in the media�often due to a lack of �nancial 
independence. 

This leads us to the third challenge: the economic viability of the media. Over the past �ve years, global newspaper 
advertising revenues have halved. At a time when �ve digital platforms rake in more than half of all advertising revenue, the 
media must �nd new economic models to survive.  

These observations are at the heart of the Windhoek+30 Declaration, adopted in 2021 on World Press Freedom Day to 
rea�rm the principles of Windhoek in the light of contemporary challenges. And, because information is a global common 
good, indispensable to open dialogue within and between our societies, UNESCO works every day with governments, 
media, online platforms, and all players in the information economy. 

Foreword 

Audrey Azoulay
Director-General of UNESCO 
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Key �ndings

Press freedom continues its downward trend across the globe. Approximately 
85 percent of the world�s population experienced a decline in press freedom in their 
country over the past �ve years, according to analysis based on data from the Varieties 
of Democracy (V-Dem) Institute. Measures responding to the COVID-19 pandemic 
were also frequently used to justify violations of press freedom.

New laws and policies restrict freedom of expression online. Dozens of laws 
have been adopted or amended since 2016 that contain overly vague language 
or disproportionate punishments that threaten online freedom of expression. 
Additionally, in the last �ve years, government requests for content removal on major 
internet platforms have doubled. 

Audiences and revenue continue to move online, placing news media�s traditional 
business models in grave danger. The number of social media users worldwide leapt 
from 2.3 billion in 2016 to 4.2 billion in 2021, and advertising revenues have shifted 
rapidly towards internet companies and away from news outlets. Google and Meta1  
now receive approximately half of all global digital advertising spending, while global 
newspaper advertising revenue dropped by half in the last �ve years.

Progress in closing the gender gap in newsrooms, in bylines, and in the news itself 
has largely stagnated. Women continue to be underrepresented at leadership levels 
in news organizations and on �hard news� beats like politics, while both qualitative and 
quantitative studies suggest persistent biases in women�s representation in the news 
and the marginalization of women as expert sources. During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
only 27 percent of health specialists quoted in the media were women, despite the fact 
that women make up approximately half of health specialists worldwide.

A deluge of mis- and disinformation has contributed to years of declining trust 
in media worldwide. The growing challenge of false and misleading content was 
brought into sharp relief during the COVID-19 pandemic, so much so as to be dubbed 
a �disinfodemic.� At the same time, according to several reports, trust in media and 
information sources has continued to decline over the past �ve years.

Amid controversies, recent years have seen mounting calls to end the opacity of 
internet companies� moderation and curation of content. Greater transparency 
about their operations would open these entities up to public scrutiny and 
greater accountability. Both independent reports and high-pro�le whistleblowers 
have �agged the need for greater transparency across the board, especially regarding 
the companies� governance and accountability around data holdings and privacy, 
fact-checking, and community standards and implementation thereof, including 
moderation of hate speech and mis- and disinformation.

1 In October 2021, the Facebook company rebranded as Meta. Throughout this Report, �Meta� refers to the company and 
its holdings, including WhatsApp and Instagram, while �Facebook� refers strictly to that platform.



Introduction  |  13

About this report

Enhancing the status of press freedom is central to UNESCO�s mandate to promote the free �ow of 
ideas by word and image as a vehicle for advancing peace and dialogue. The Organization recognizes 
freedom of expression is both a fundamental human right in itself and an enabler of other rights. 

In this spirit, UNESCO publishes this study as the third global edition of its �agship series of reports 
on World Trends in Freedom of Expression and Media Development (World Trends Report). The World 
Trends Report responds to a key task assigned to UNESCO by its Members States at the 36th session of 
the General Conference, which requested that the Organization �monitor, in close cooperation with 
other United Nations bodies and other relevant organizations active in this �eld, the status of press 
freedom and safety of journalists�and to report on the developments in these �elds to the General 
Conference�.2

This edition of the World Trends Report places a special focus on understanding the role of journalism 
as a public good, which in turn is a key component of the wider conceptualization of information as a 
public good. The �ndings are grounded in data-driven analysis, conducted by UNESCO in partnership 
with Data-Pop Alliance, of trends in media freedom, pluralism, independence, and the safety of 
journalists, and supplemented by original research by Economist Impact that was commissioned for 
this Report.

Press freedom around the world, 30 years after the original 
Windhoek Declaration

2 UNESCO. 2011. Records of the General Conference 36th session Paris, 25 October�10 November 2011. Volume 1: Resolutions. Paris, UNESCO. 
https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/�les/unesco_general-conference-36_resolutions.pdf. 
3 United Nations. 1991. Declaration of Windhoek on Promoting an Independent and Pluralistic African Press. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/
pf0000090759. (Full text available in Appendix A.)

Introduction

�The worldwide trend towards democracy and 
freedom of information and expression is a 
fundamental contribution to the ful�lment of 
human aspirations.�
Windhoek Declaration, adopted 3 May 19913

This statement, taken from the 1991 Windhoek Declaration, was written in a time of change and 
optimism and augured the further progress to come. 

In the years immediately preceding and following the Windhoek Declaration, across the world, 
countries put in place reforms for more open, competitive politics, including the liberalization of media 
markets. These reforms were a boon to the freedom, pluralism, and independence of news media.
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Introduction
The bene�ts of a free, pluralistic, and independent press are widely recognized and valued as a necessary 
condition of an open society and healthy democracy, as well as being a positive factor for sustainable 
development. The vital role of the press has been enshrined in national constitutions and international 
declarations and rea�rmed in countless legal cases. Yet, in many countries today, journalism is in crisis. 

Many news organizations globally are facing severe economic challenges due 
largely to shrinking advertising revenues. Many have been forced to reduce sta� 
or shut down altogether. The safety of reporters online and o�-line continues 
to be precarious. In some countries, governments are monitoring, censoring, 
and even imprisoning journalists. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic dealt 
a further blow to the economic viability of already-struggling news outlets. The 
cruel paradox is that, in these times of crisis, journalism is needed now more 
than ever. As Reporters Without Borders (RSF) has argued, in a post-COVID world, 
journalism must be a vaccine against disinformation.8

Contemporary challenges underscore why journalism is so urgently needed 
to provide citizens with access to information. But journalism�s survival cannot 
be taken for granted, even in countries with a long tradition of respecting 
press freedom. The existential threats to news media require proactive e�orts 
to support journalism as a public good. Some groups, such as the Forum on 
Information and Democracy, involving 43 countries, have called for a �New Deal� 
for journalism.9 New policies and measures are urgently needed�including 
public �nancing for trusted news outlets, enhanced support for public service 
media, and a redoubling of donor aid and philanthropic investments in news 
production�to ensure that journalism can continue to function as a public good.  

7 UNESCO. 2020. �UNESCO and the World Association of News Publishers join forces to ensure survival of world�s media�. https://en.unesco.org/
news/unesco-and-world-association-news-publishers-join-forces-ensure-survival-worlds-media-0
8 Reporters Without Borders (RSF). 2021. 2021 World Press Freedom Index: Journalism, the vaccine against disinformation, blocked in more than 130 
countries. https://rsf.org/en/2021-world-press-freedom-index-journalism-vaccine-against-disinformation-blocked-more-130-countries. 
9 RSF. 2021. The Forum on Information and Democracy calls for a New Deal on Journalism. RSF, 15 June. https://rsf.org/en/news/forum-
information-and-democracy-calls-new-deal-journalism.
10 Zenith. 2020. Advertising Expenditure Forecasts, December 2020.
11 Cramer-Flood, E. 2021. Duopoly still rules the global digital ad market, but Alibaba and Amazon are on the prowl. eMarketer.  
https://www.emarketer.com/content/duopoly-still-rules-global-digital-ad-market-alibaba-amazon-on-prowl. 
 

Understanding journalism as a public good
The viability, independence, and long-term sustainability of journalism is a subject now discussed 
with increasing urgency. In numerous countries, journalism previously bene�ted from relatively stable 
�nancing and coherent professional values and practices. Professional news media were widely trusted 
as reliable information sources. Over the last several years, however, digital companies have disrupted 
journalism�s traditional economic model, which was based largely on advertising revenues. Meanwhile 
public service media (also often partially �nanced by advertising) have been victims of cuts in public 
spending. Advertising revenues for media companies have dramatically shifted to digital over the past 
�ve years: internet advertising expenditure rose from a 35 percent global share in 2016 to 54 percent in 
2021. According to data from Zenith, obtained and analysed by Economist Impact for this Report, that 
�gure is estimated to rise to almost 60 percent in 2023.10  The �duopoly� internet platforms, Google and 
Meta, capture more than half of that digital advertising spending.11

�Professional, independent 
journalism is critical for 
providing populations with 
life-saving information 
during [the COIVD-19] 
crisis and plays an 
essential role in building 
and strengthening our 
democracies, justice and 
peace. We are committed 
to leading global e�orts to 
overcome this challenge.� 
Audrey Azoulay  
Director-General of UNESCO7 
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Accountability and press freedom 

It is often said that journalism�s duty is to hold power to account. But when media�s viability is weakened, 
its accountability function is inevitably compromised. 

In a free and open society, an independent press helps reduce political corruption by reporting on and 
investigating the political process and calling citizens to action. Studies such as �A free press is bad 
news for corruption� have demonstrated a clear relationship between an independent press and low 
levels of corruption.62 But the capture of media by powerful state and private interests�a threat all the 
more serious when outlets struggle to maintain consistent and independent funding�corrodes the 
editorial independence of the press. Challenges facing media independence and the ongoing threat 
of media capture are covered in more detail in the following chapter of this Report. 

In countries with strong institutional corruption controls, pro-competition mechanisms and high 
degrees of press freedom can limit the e�ects of capture. In countries with low press freedom and 
weak mechanisms of corruption control, the risk of capture is much higher. This makes a strong case 
for the viability of news media: the vital accountability function of journalism is increasingly di�cult 
when news organizations do not possess the resources to �nance their operations. Or inversely, when 
news organizations possess the resources to ful�l their public service mission, they act as controls on 
corruption and promote democratic values. Recognizing this check on corruption to be a necessary 
action, and recognizing the role of professional journalism in ensuring that check, reiterates journalism 
as a public good�and, as such, the need to �nd ways to fund it.

E�orts to save journalism as a public good
The numerous challenges threatening media viability have forced innovative strategies in search of 
new business models and sources of funding. Innovation has produced new ideas, techniques, and 
operational models. For example, online trust-veri�cation tools, ranging from the Journalism Trust 
Initiative and NewsGuard to Ads for News, have been designed to signal to internet platforms and 
advertisers which news outlets and stories are trustworthy or merit favourable treatment by algorithms. 
Since advertisers wish to associate their brands with high-quality sources, this can give more visibility 
and enhance revenue opportunities for veri�ed news brands. When trustworthy news media is more 
visible, viable, and sustainable, it is good for both journalism and society as a whole.

At the same time, while these new and innovative commercial strategies begin to address the need 
for advertisers or subscribers, outlets must also continue to strive to diversify their sources of income. 
Large scale newspapers and magazines are moving into new business initiatives, ranging from live 
events and e-commerce to apps and niche content. These new ventures are designed primarily to 
attract new income streams to compensate for declining advertising revenue. Well-branded news 
organizations can pursue these strategies successfully, but they are typically less feasible for smaller 
and community-based media that have been stripped to the bone by their revenue crisis. 

62 Brunetti, A., and Weder, B. 2003. A free press is bad news for corruption. Journal of Public Economics, Vol. 87, No. 7�8, pp. 1801�24. 
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The future of journalism?
It is especially di�cult to make predictions about the future of journalism at a time when media 
are going through a period of profound turmoil and crisis. Few can see the future with clarity and 
con�dence, but there is much at stake in knowing where journalism is heading. 

The current crisis, as noted throughout this report, has had negative and positive consequences for 
journalism. The economic catastrophe triggered by the pandemic severely hit news organizations 
already struggling to �nd new business models to survive. In the wider political context, many states 
have exploited the global crisis to leverage power over media and even crack down on journalists. 
At the same time, however, the global pandemic gave professional journalism a renewed vote of 
con�dence and support from audiences anxiously seeking trusted sources of information. The crisis 
also forced news organizations to adjust their professional practices and adapt to new social and 
technological realities to seek new audiences and �nd di�erent forms of funding.

Adopting policies and practices that promote a free and independent press will not be an easy task. 
Public authorities will need to acknowledge the crisis threatening the viability of media worldwide 
and agree that concrete measures are necessary to ensure journalism�s sustainability as a public good. 
As the Reuters Institute underscored, the turbulence created by the current crisis has produced �few 
winners, many losers�. The winners are mainly big brand news organization in major markets, while the 
losers are largely smaller news outlets in markets that were already struggling. Policy instruments must 
primarily address the challenges facing the �many losers� in the news media space. Policies must also 
promote the viability of media while avoiding the risk of political capture. Without e�ective change, 
the biggest losers will be the public.

An arsenal of policies and innovative practices are urgently needed to support news media. These 
include changes by news producers, direct and indirect public �nancing for trusted news outlets, 
enhanced support for public service media, tax incentives for non-pro�t news outlets, and a redoubling 
of ODA and philanthropic investments in news production. All such e�orts must be accompanied by 
institutional mechanisms that guarantee the editorial independence of news media outlets and avoid 
capture by powerful interests. The successful implementation of these and other policies will work 
towards ensuring that journalism continues to function as a public good.  
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