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INTRODUCTION

Today Bulgarian journalists are working under constant stress which triggers anxiety, insomnia, and mood swings,
as well as increasing political pressure and persistent attacks involving strategic lawsuits against public par-
ticipation (SLAPPs). Presumably it is why positive assessments in the sector are timid and shaky, despite their
optimistic orientation. This is borne out in the data from AEJ Bulgaria’s seventh bi-annual survey on press free-
dom conducted in 2024.

There were 206 individuals participating in the most recent survey, which takes place every two years. Most
assess freedom of speech in Bulgaria as “average” (Table 1). Positive perceptions of “good” and “very good™ have
grown modestly, while negative assessments of “poor” and “very poor” have fallen slightly.

Yet there are still serious problems to be solved: the concentration and lack of transparent media ownership, the
confluence of economic and political interests, an absence of trade union protections, and inadequate profes-
sional training for journalists (Table 2). Agreement that self-governance in the sector is ineffective has grown by
nearly 5% since 2022.

Table 1
2011 2013 2015 2017 2020 2027 2024
Very good 4% 0,09% 3% 3,4% 3,9%
Good 4% h,3% h,6% 4,5% h,9% 16,2% 18,4%
Average 36% 28,9% 31.5% 25,3% — 32,2% 44% 43,7%
Bad S S S o B o
Very bad 1% 21,0% 27.8% 21,3% 13.7% 13.1%
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Table 2

Lack of pluralism

Confluence of
economic and
political interests in
media management

Weak legal
regulations

Inadequate
educational and
practical training
for journalists

Concentration of media ownership
and/or distribution Concentration of
media ownership and/or distribution

Lack of transparent
ownership

Ineffective
self-governance
in the sector

Lack of trade union
protections in the sector

No response

WHICH OF THESE ARE THE
MAIN ISSUES BULGARIAN
MEDIA PROFESSIONALS FACE?




Media centralization in Sofia, the expansion of “news deserts”, and the disappearance of regional journalism are
already undeniably woven into the sector’s fabric. Likely due to the cascade of recent political upheaval, the pres-
sure stemming from it has peaked — 77.2% of respondents in the survey point out that politicians are the most
common source of pressure in their work. Smear campaigns against journalists and the media are on the up-
swing, while levels of self-censorship also remain high. “Apathy and exhaustion”, “political influence over media
ownership”, “internal pressure”, strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) — all these are part of a
day’s work for Bulgarian journalists.

For the first time, AEJ Bulgaria has attempted to put the spotlight on stress in the workplace. Covering distress-
ing events and accidents or stories about victims and human suffering take their toll on reporters” mental health.
Fully 80% of the participants in our survey indicate that they “often” or “sometimes” experience stress. Almost
every other respondent has felt overwhelmed from the pressure to cover the news constantly. An overwhelming
majority of 80% thinks that employers in the media should offer psychological help to cope with stress.




METHODOLOGY

One of the principal tasks of the online questionnaire is to provide working professionals in the media industry —
journalists, media experts, journalism instructors — the opportunity to have their say about the processes taking
place within it, to highlight problem areas and possible solutions. Respondents voluntarily filled it out on the AEJ
Bulgaria website through the online polling platform specially designed by the Sofia-based polling agency Alpha

Research. The survey was launched once again in observance of World Press Freedom Day on May 3, 2024, and it

closed on June 17.

A total of 206 people filled out the 2024 survey (compared to 200 in 2017 and 204 in 2020). The core group

of respondents indicated that they work as journalists. Among them are editors, deputy editors-in-chief, edi-
tors-in-chief, producers, correspondents, and media owners. Media experts, including university professors and
representatives of regulatory bodies, also participated.

The current report was prepared based on these responses. It offers a snapshot, without pretending to be exhaus-
tive or to show a detailed mirror image of the realities in Bulgarian media.



Like its predecessors, the present survey by AEJ Bulgaria covers thematic areas with guiding questions such as:
what working conditions in the media are like, how editorial decisions are made, whether tools and techniques
exist to exert external and internal pressure, and how they work. We can see the way self-censorship operates
and what provokes it. We can observe the relationship between the government and media outlets. We asked
what kind of influence the series of elections in recent years has had on the media environment. While effects
from the pandemic, strategic lawsuits (SLAPPs), disinformation, and the war in Ukraine took central stage in the
previous two surveys (in 2020 and 2022), this edition attempts to highlight the prevalence of stress in media: the
factors causing it; the events which trigger it; and the psychological and physical traumas that develop and leave
their mark on journalists.

The main group of questions were closed, with multiple-choice responses given. In some instances, participants
were given the chance to provide examples and respond more in-depth (the quoted opinions in this report have
been published without any editorial intervention, except to protect the identity of the respondent — author’s
note).

The AEJ survey has been carried out every two years since 2011. Its seventh edition, like the rest, is nationwide in
scope. The media sector still lacks an official registry of practicing journalists, which makes a precise and accu-
rate sociological sample difficult to produce. Thus, the survey is not representative of the Bulgarian professional
journalistic community.

The anonymity of participants in this study is guaranteed. The information collected has been used in aggregated
form. Protection against potential online attacks and attempts at manipulation was ensured at the time of poll-

ing.




DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE

The participants in the 2024 survey are distributed fairly evenly among the age groups 31-40 (25.2%), 41-50
(26.7%), and 51-60 (20.4%). The youngest age group, under-30s, make up around 15%, while 1in 10 are in the
61+ group. Women (50.5%) and men (49.5%) are more evenly represented. The majority of participants hold a
master’s degree (64.6%), close to 20% have a bachelor’s, and around 9% have a doctorate. Nearly half studied
journalism (45.1%), and a third received their education in a related field (33%). We observed a similar trend in
the past, given that there are no degree requirements if you want to work in media.

One prevailing trend has been the participation of respondents who have decades of professional experience.
While 40.2% reported in 2022 that they had worked in the media industry for 21 years or longer, their share
increased to 46.6% in 2024 (Table 3). Similarly to previous editions of the survey, the smallest share is that of
our colleagues with less than two years of work experience (4.9%), followed by those with two to five years of
experience (8.3%). This could elicit a speculative question which will be answered in the future — is professional
journalism becoming an aging field, one that fails to attract young people?



Table 3
HOW LONG HAVE YOU WORKED IN THE MEDIA INDUSTRY?

g I
] D

1110 20 years 21 years or more No response

Less than 210 6to
2 years b years 10 years




LABOR MIGRATION

Frequent turnover is considered a crucial indicator of precarity within the professional community and of insta-
bility in the media job market. Though careers in journalism come with freedom, it is difficult to make a regular
living without a reliable income. Most respondents (almost 59%) work on labor contracts, nearly one in ten rely on
additional income from one-off payments, and 17% work as freelancers and on civil contracts. A quarter of partici-
pants in the 2024 survey state that there has been no change in their income, while close to 20% believe that their
remuneration has decreased. For 40%, however, there has been some increase in their personal wages. In compari-
son to the poll conducted two years ago, there is a more positive outlook towards rising salaries in the sector. This
growth could also be the result of the inflation processes taking place throughout the country.

There is still a large percentage of journalists in Bulgaria who have worked for three or more media outlets (66.5%)
at the time of polling — these numbers have stayed relatively constant over the past ten years (Table 4). A growing
majority of participants in the survey work in digital media, reaching 58.3% in 2024.



Table 4
HOW LONG HAVE YOU WORKED AT THE MEDIA OUTLET WHERE YOU CURRENTLY WORK?

24,3% 21,8% 12,6% 7,8%
Less than 1 year 110 3 years 4109 years 10t 20 years More than 20 years o response
Table b 597% !
PRIVATE /.00

UNDER WHOSE OWNER NO RESPONSE
OWNERSHIP IS YOUR :
MEDIA OUTLET? QN%O/U

13,3% DWNER

PUBLIC (STATE, MUNICIPAL)
OWNER



NEWS DESERTS: HERE TO STAY

Bulgaria's regional media outlets have become a dying breed in recent decades. Our country is no exception from
the other European countries where there is more and more talk of news deserts — entire regions deprived of
local news outlets and publications. It has already been cautioned in other AEJ Bulgaria studies that these trends
are having their effect on the pluralism of media content, restricting fundamental civil rights and the opportunity
for citizens to make an informed choice, putting basic democratic principles in jeopardy when it comes to local
elections.

For the last several rounds of the survey, including in 2024, over 70% of participants have indicated that they
work in Sofia. Just 16% report this year that their media outlet is a regional one (Table 6).

Table 6

YOUR MEDIA OUTLETIS... 199
[ National 1%
[ Regional /

[ !'m a correspondent for Bulgarian media

16%

B I'maninternational media correspondent for Bulgaria

No response 72.8%



Regional newsrooms are in danger of extinction due to a shrinking market for advertisers and increased depen-
dence on local governments and businesses. Mayors and municipal councils sign contracts directly with local
media outlets, insisting on positive coverage of their activities. This undermines the civic functions for which
journalists have a public responsibility to uphold. Nearly 30% of journalists indicate in the current poll that the
municipality pays regional media outlets to publish pre-written press releases. This trend is practically un-
changed from 2017 and has remained high (Table 7).

Table 7

DOES THE MUNICIPALITY PAY MEDIA OUTLETS IN YOUR
REGION TO PUBLISH PRE-WRITTEN PRESS RELEASES?

296% @  398% @

Yes [ don't know, but I've heard No No response
of such practices
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CULTURE OF PRESSURE

The AEJ Bulgaria survey has a long-standing tradition of seeking out the forms of pressure used against journal-
ists and the content of their work — gauging morale and feelings about the issues and opportunities in the Bul-
garian media landscape, capturing participants’ reactions towards unsavory practices like internal and external
interference in their pieces, giving them a voice to weigh in on self-imposed or editorial limitations and self-cen-
sorship. Various indicators are used for this purpose. They measure the effects of undue pressure threatening

(as we have repeatedly defined) the financial, moral, and bodily integrity of journalists, as well as their ability to
make decisions independently and free of influence. The explanations and examples given by respondents in the
open-ended question section are also useful signposts.

In comparison to the survey carried out two years ago, the numbers in 2024 do not demonstrate a serious shift.

It is worth noting, though, that the share of respondents witnessing political pressure has grown to 77.2% (from
72.5% in 2022). The intensity of litigation and spread of defamatory statements against journalists and the media
have also been steadily increasing.

Around 43% report that they have personally been subjected to undue pressure. Yet when this question refers to
observations about colleagues, i.e., measuring both the perception and scope of such misconduct, the level of
reported coercion reaches nearly 60% (Table 8).



Table 8

HAVE YOU EVER WITNESSED A FELLOW JOURNALIST SUBJECTED TO UNDUE PRESSURE
ABOUT THE CONTENT OF THEIR WORK?

3,9% 30,4% ‘
NO NO

RESPONSE

59,7%

YES

These effects are echoed in the responses to another set of questions assessing unethical practices. Over 80% of
responses indicate that interference in the work of journalists is “a standard practice” or “a widespread practice”
in the Bulgarian media landscape (Table 9). However, when the question is directed towards the newsroom where

the respondents work, the results differ — most say that it is “quite rare” or an “extremely isolated phenomenon”
(Table 10).



Table 9

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE INTERFERENCE IN THE WORK OF JOURNALISTS AND ATTEMPTS TO IN-
FLUENCE THE CONTENT OF THEIR MATERIALS IN THE BULGARIAN MEDIA LANDSCAPE?

As a non-gxistent phenomenon @ 0,5%
As an extremely isolated phenomenon .] h%

As quite rare
As a standard practice
As a widespread practice
As computsory (@D %4 %
lean'tsay (@D 2.9%
No response (@) 0,5%

Table 10

HOW WOULD YOU DESCRIBE INTERFERENCE IN THE WORK OF JOURNALISTS AND
ATTEMPTS TO INFLUENCE THE CONTENT OF THEIR MATERIALS IN YOUR MEDIA OUTLET?

As non-existent phenomena

As extremely isolated phenomena
As quite rare 29.1%

As standard practice
As widespread practice
As compulsory

| can't say

No response




When asked about the most widely used means to restrict freedom of speech in Bulgaria, respondents indicat-
ed external and internal pressure (within the newsroom itself) in nearly equal measure, respectively 64.6% and

02.1%.

The most commaon forms of external pressure are defamation, litigation, and administrative intimidation — often
tax audits or other institutional checks on critical media outlets (Table 11). The situation has continued relatively

unchanged in recent AEJ Bulgaria reports.

Table 11

IF YOU BELIEVE EXTERNAL PRESSURE EXISTS, WHAT WOULD YOU

SAY IS ITS MOST COMMON FORM?

Physical threats

Litigation

Extortion

Defamation of journalists/media outlets
Judicial intimidation

ABMUHUCTPATUBEH

Other

No response

L 08% /s
L%
L 10% S/
NN NN /S S/ Y.
WG
L%
V% S
1% S
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Participants in the questionnaire shared about “financial squeezing by advertisers”, “direct pressure from own-
ership”, “party threats to refuse sending guests or commenting in the press”, “refusal to provide information”
“signals to the Council for Electronic Media”, "administrative staff attempting to select easy topics, and refusing
to acknowledge or answer challenging ones”.

In 2024 the most frequent instances of internal interference in journalists” work are the killing of their piec-
es, direct interference from media ownership, and editorial policy being influenced by the advertising or sales
department. These results are nearly identical to those from the questionnaire two years ago.

Tabnuua 12
21,8% 16,5% 4,9% 11,7% 32,5% 16% 10,2% 22,3%
Interference of Reprimand and Dismissal of Structural changes Editorial removal or Interference of Other No response
ownership regarding  censure of journalists journalists that hinder the changes to journalistic advertising
covered topics freedom of work material department in

editorial policy




SELF-FEAR

The rates of self-censorship have remained high. “Neither internal nor external pressure is needed; | have to
self-censure”, according to 22.3% of participants in the survey. By comparison, 25.5% shared this answer in
2022. At least once in their professional experience, 38.3% of respondents have needed to hold off on or purpose-
fully avoid a topic of public importance (Table 13).

These figures, which are tangible indicators of self-censorship in the Bulgarian press, are consistently high and
have stayed more or less the same in AEJ Bulgaria's reports throughout the years. At the same time, the split
between those journalists who self-censor and those who do not has been changing. For example, in 2022 there
were 46% who “rarely” self-censored, 7.4% who did so “frequently”, and 39.7% who said they “never” did. In
2020 again there was a majority of answers which left the impression that cases of self-imposed restraint were
predominant. However, this trend has reversed in 2024, when the number of respondents who do not self-censor
outnumber those who do.

Table 13 .

IN YOUR OWN WORK, HAVE YOU 5@{;4"

EVER WITHHELD A STORY/REPORT 18 39,
OR AVOIDED AN ISSUE OF PUBLIC ‘ '

YES, ONLY RARELY
IMPORTANCE? 3.4% '
NO RESPONSE 49%
YES, IT HAPPENS

FREQUENTLY



A third of journalists has disclosed that there are limitations in their workplace when it comes to covering topics
connected with an advertiser or other financial backer (Table 14). Self-censorship is also required when a given
media outlet wants to attract an advertiser with whom it has yet to sign an agreement (Table 15). The results
from 2024 are not very different than those of previous AEJ Bulgaria surveys over the last decade. It is a wide-
spread practice among some press outlets to publish ‘advertorials” presented as news. For 13.6% of respon-
dents, this happens often in their work, while it is more of an exception for 31.6% (Table 16).

Table 14

ARE THERE MATERIALS BEING PUBLISHED BY YOUR OUTLET CONTAINING CRITICISM
AGAINST CURRENT ADVERTISERS OR OTHER FINANCIAL BACKERS WITH WHOM YOU HAVE
SIGNED AGREEMENTS?

0
21.8% 21,4% 12,3% 21,8%
Yes, they are published without Yes, they are published, They are not really No, they are not published No response
limitation but as an exception published under any circumstance
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Table 1h

ARE THERE MATERIALS BEING PUBLISHED BY YOUR OUTLET CONTAINING CRITICISM
AGAINST CURRENT ADVERTISERS OR OTHER FINANCIAL BACKERS WITH WHOM YOU HAVE
NOT SIGNED AN AGREEMENT BUT WOULD LIKE T0 D0 SO?

Yes, they are published without limitation

Yes, they are published, but as an exception 1 8%

They are not really published 1 9,9%

No, they are not published under any circumstance 5,8%

No response 29,6%

Table T6

HAVE YOU EVER HAD TO PARTICIPATE IN THE DISTRIBUTION OF ‘COVERT PUBLIC RELA-
TIONS MATERIALS™?

13,6% 31,6% 18,4% 36,4%
Yes, this is a widespread | have, but as more No, not directly, but it's a practice No, and | don’t think this
practice where | work of an exception in other departments at my job practice exists where | work

21



Dependence on financial backers, political pressure, a lack of professional standards on behalf of newsrooms and
the professional community, mediocrity, and apathy — a litany of various suggestions is offered by respondents
in an attempt to briefly summarize the reasons behind the existence of self-censorship in Bulgarian media. Many
responses included the word “fear” in various ways: of dismissal, of pressure, of repercussions, of public outcry
and ostracization.

Some of them are published here without editorial changes:

Community standards” — a journalist often decides to play it safe on topics which seem inconvenient, knowing
what the positions/economic/political interests of the ownership are. It's impossible for anyone to come up with
the idea to investigate a big advertiser. There's also conservative self-censorship — in most cases, this is the use
of prescribed cliches ['the great’ for famous entertainers; “heroic feat, etc.] — it is the only permissible way to
talk about certain figures and events.”

“Journalists don’t want to create problems for themselves. Journalists” weak legal awareness, that would let
them fully engage with important social problems. This makes them insecure, and they give up.”

“The political climate. Dependence on financing.”
“Managers' fear of losing their jobs and high salary, which are more than double those of reqular journalists.”

“Self-censorship saves time, nerves, and effort because it shortens the path from an idea to the rejection/prohi-
bition/restriction of a given text when it's censored.”
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“Apathy, exhaustion, lack of preparedness.”

“Poverty, unemployment, politicians, vote-buying.”

“Private Bulgarian media is very dependent on its advertisers. Those advertisers with big budgets have the power
to twist the arms of the press, threatening to cut off advertising agreements with them. That's why media outlets
deliberately choose not to report news connected with advertisers, the kind which could present them in a bad
light. In other words: the customer [the advertiser] is always right.”

“The influence of politicians aver media ownership.”

“Internal pressure, journalists getting an ear bashing from the higher-ups, whitewashing the image for the benefit
of municipal or other government structures by the editor-in-chief or those closest or most tolerated by him.”

“The desire to avoid negative experiences and emotions, lack of courage...”

“Journalists don't want any trouble. With good lawyers, any journalistic stories can be deemed as damaging to
someone’s prestige, and they can file lawsuits that will drag on for years. Media ownership is wary of strategic
lawsuits. Investigative journalism is so rarely praised in the public eye, and it rarely changes the system. Inertia,
fear of conflict, and, in its most extreme manifestation — losing one's job.”

“Journalists are well aware of who controls the publication and what their expectations are.”

“Keeping up good relations with potential advertisers.”
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“The threat of strategic lawsuits and withdrawal of ads.”

“Fconomic dependence, political bias (by authors and publications — they usually overlap in a natural way), fear
of institutional or physical retaliation; fear of reproach through an intermediary (a politician or their representa-
tive calling the editor/publication).”

“Whoever pays the piper calls the tune. In a society that doesn’t want to pay journalists, journalists have to earn
their bread somewhere, and the ones handing out money are advertisers and politicians.”

“Lack of courage when it comes to upholding a position. Deliberate disregard for professional ethics and personal
integrity.”

“The lack of adequate means, decent pay, decent competition, or a quality work environment.”

“The lack of protection in the media for journalists against threats, extortion, and most often dismissal
“The slim pickings of regional media.”

"It's a widespread practice for Bulgarian journalists to be insured for a minimum wage. If they're let go, which
they're most often being threatened with, the severance will be minimal. For journalists to truly be free, first the
financial mechanisms of pressure need to stop — like this one with insurance; and second — a trade union needs
to come together and keep out people without any education, experience, or the ability to resist against pressure
and interference.”
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“The media, including public media, largely operate with a close dependence on specific internal-political, exter-
nal-political, and economic interests. ‘Free pass journalism’ requires the Successful editors and journalists to behave
as agents for these interest groups — and in the Bulgarian context this happens out in the open in an especially
vulgar way.”

“The main reason for so-called self-censorship is when a journalist accepts money not to write something or if
they ve been threatened with physical violence and they get scared. Otherwise, every newsroom has its editorial policy
which serves the interests of ownership, but that shouldn’t be called self-censorship. | believe private media are
under no obligation to protect societal interest because they're clearly a private business, intended to bring its owners
two “things” — profit and influence. The only obligation for private media to uphold is the seventh commandment :
thou shall not lie!”

“The awareness that a large part of the media is connected and dependent on particular circles and that it's hard (or
even impossible) to find a job with complete freedom, and at the same time a person has to work in order to make a
living. Or that despite everything they love this profession and don’t want to give up on it and get requalified, which is
why they are forced into going along with things they don't agree with.”

“Primarily the fear of hints made in passing, deliberating about whether business interests might be hurt, especially
when we talk about those same economic entities and their advertisements in that media outlet. Constant changes in
editorial policy and the redaction of copy without any notice or fear that the news is incorrect.”

“For more experienced colleagues, pressure from management; for the young ones, lack of complete understanding
about the role of the media and journalists.”

1"Thou shall not lie” is the ninth, nat the seventh, commandment, as stated in this quote from the survey.

25



“Worry that people involved will hold the journalist personally responsible, that they might be the target of a negative
campaign, including on social media. Worry that the responsible municipal administration will refuse to give informa-
tion or cooperate following a critical piece. Worry that the contract funding for information services will be halted — a
reqular practice in the smaller municipalities. And, not least importantly, the loss of momentum and motivation to
work. Among the reasons are lacking definitive results from a journalistic piece and the low pay.”

“The overall unhealthy media environment, the lack of societal support, but most of all the corrupt judicial system.
With ease, it can penalize any journalist and/or publication for completely credible facts when a request is made by a
person and/or company claiming that the investigation and reported facts constitute “torts” — a useful new judicial
term which has replaced the much more clearly defined “defamation”
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POLITICAL PRESSURE STIMULATED
BY POLITICAL CRISIS

In the series of seven parliamentary elections over the last four years, political pressure against the media also
rose predictably, which was reflected in the responses of participants in the survey. From 2017 onwards, agree-
ment that external pressure comes from politicians has never been below 70%; and the highest recorded value
is for 2024, peaking at 77.2% (Table 17). It is quite telling that some figures pointing to other sources of pres-
sure on journalists have dropped in 2024. While in 2022 state and local government institutions were indicated
by 47.5% of respondents, this response has fallen to 40.8% two years later. The same trend is also visible for
economic entities and advertisers — respectively 52% (in 2022) versus 38.8% (in 2024) and 48% (2022) versus
43.2% (2024). Criminal organizations have maintained their presence among those who harass journalists. The
pressure from aggressive civil society groups has lessened (Table 17).

Table 17
IF YOU BELIEVE THAT EXTERNAL PRESSURE EXISTS, WHAT IS ITS MOST COMMON SOURCE?

B

Political actors Central/local government Economic entities Advertisers Criminal Civil
figuresor  society
organizations

27

Other  No
response



Among the sources of coercion named by participants in the survey are: “magistrates, heads of state enterpris-
es”, “the opinion of societal segments (for example, to avoid provoking negative attitudes, the media censors
content related to ethnic groups, LGBTI people, etc.)”, “pressure from religious minority groups”, “spin doctors”,
“the newsroom policy itself”...

The representatives of local and state authorities continue to exercise “soft censorship™ — selectively inviting
media outlets and journalists to press conferences, choosing to whom they will give interviews, excluding mem-
bers of the press critical towards them from email lists, refusing to provide accurate and timely information

as required by the Law on Access to Public Information. One in three respondents pointed to state institutions
refusing to provide information if they are critical towards them. These figures are alarmingly high and have not
changed in the latest three AEJ Bulgaria polls (Table 18).

Table 18

30,1% 41.3%

0
10,0% 121%

Often Sometimes Never No response
Since 2020, the aggregation of responses indicating unethical practices in the media during election campaigns

has continued to have a visible presence, though it has been declining. Four years ago, 6.4% of respondents said
that their media outlet frequently allows unethical practices and 19.3% noted that this happens rarely; in the
latest survey, these numbers are 4.9% and 12.1%, respectively (Table 19).
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Table 19

DO YOU THINK THAT YOUR MEDIA OUTLET PERMITS UNETHICAL PRACTICES DURING
ELECTION CAMPAIGNS?

Yes, frequently Yes, sometimes No No response

Election season is when professional standards are most often violated, with paid content presented as editorial
content, the dissemination of ‘smear campaigns’, or disproportionate media representation of political parties.
All three examples have been generated in close to or over 50% of responses to this question in AEJ Bulgaria's
studies over the years. In 2024 the practice of presenting paid content as editorial content has shrunk by about
10% in comparison with the last four years (Table 20).

Table 20

WHAT ARE THE MOST COMMON UNETHICAL MEDIA PRACTICES THAT HAPPEN DURING
ELECTION CAMPAIGNS?

Paid content Smear campaigns Disproportionate There are no unethical | don't know/ Other No response
presented as coverage of certain practices during | can't say
editorial content parties over others election campaigns
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Here are some quotes from some of the journalists who have been subjected to pressure and attempts of editorial
interference coming from politicians, businessmen, and institutional actors:

“Because of the topics I've covered, more than once I've received threats and smear campaigns, including against
my loved ones. |'ve been sued. False, misleading complaints have been made about me. While reporting on a
story, there were cases when | was physically attacked. Its happened to many of my colleagues.

“I've personally been the victim of trolling on social media for years. Due to the lack of regulation, | can’t prevent
my reputation or image from being damaged in the posts and comments on the personal accounts of ‘fellow jour-
nalists” or even those of my own outlet. Complaints to the ethics board of Bulgarian National Radio, where | work,
are left without follow-up. Its an increasingly frequent practice to demand the right of reply without the content
of a given interview or broadcast necessitating it, but since the law stipulates that we cannot deny the right of
reply, it is being abused.”

“Businessmen and various nationalist groups have tried to apply pressure on me and my colleagues — first with
demands for materials to be corrected, then with complaints and threats of lawsuits, all the while their members/
representatives make physical threats at specific staff journalists. No serious, genuine steps have been taken,
though.”
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“'ve been persecuted, threatened (with physical abuse, lawsuits that were never filed), insulted, slandered,
caricatured, etc. In another investigative piece, the subject of which was a huge media advertiser, its corporate
representatives created a back channel through which they communicated directly with the publishers [they blew
them off and the investigation was released). In a third instance, the deputy director of the largest state-owned
IT firm approached me for an informal “clarifying” discussion that was filled with allegations and insinuations
before a piece of mine had been published, one that referred to the ministry which is in charge of the firm. My
invitation to this discussion was presented as an off-the-record” meeting related to the case. What's interesting
here Is that the questions posed to the director, or the firm itself, were never sent — they were only sent to the
ministry. My colleagues (several of them) were sued: insulted by politicians’ publicists and chiefs of staff: they
were threatened that our sponsored events would go unattended; or that a competing outlet’s event would be
attended instead. local government officials have agreed to be featured in an issue only under certain conditions,
or to provide quotes [for example, | won't answer if it's not going to be a major article; or if other politicians are
quoted). If you'll allow the colloquial phrase, they tried every little and not-so-little trick in the book. The good
news is that our outlet has always taken the journalists’ side. The bad news is how long you can bear sacrificing
yourself for ‘the public interest, all the while being insulted, pressured, and often poorly paid compared with
other industries?”

“I've been threatened with SLAPPs by political figures which were never acted upon, however. This was done with
harassment over the phone as a warning through lawyers and other third parties. People were sent to intimidate
them by loitering near the newsroom office.”



" have witnessed subtle kinds of pressure where the management presents itself as a defender of free speech,
but in the actual running of things displays an overtly negative attitude on some topics and does not allow the
Jjournalists working for that outlet to pursue them in depth. When colleagues try to stand against this unspoken
rule, their pieces get revised or withdrawn, and then a more negative attitude towards them emerges with the
goal of them quitting. It is also recognized that some journalists are biased and use the freedom given to them to
ignore the ethical principles of this profession, causing a well-deserved backlash. Freedom of speech also carries
responsibilities and accountability to certain rules.”

“'ve seen pressure of an economic or political nature being used in the different media outlets where 've worked.
At the Council for Electronic Media (CEM), I've witnessed the constant interference of political parties, which
meddle in its requlatory work via the members they have appointed. Slander coming from political activists and
trolls directed at certain CEM members, as well as the discrediting of journalists, is a practice which continues to
gain steam.”

“In recent months, I've witnessed and been subjected to intense pressure in connection with reporting and/or
commenting on the war in Gaza by representatives of the Israeli government, European organizations, and social
media users.”

“Yes, I've been pressured — internally by my editors not to work on subjects related to important business mat-
ters for the town where [ live, or not to raise questions with the local government — especially leading up to the
last local elections, when the mayor was replaced.”
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“Yes, | frequently put up with pressure because I'm an investigative journalist, especially when it comes to pub-
lic procurement. Smear campaigns have also been used against me, constantly, coming from those journalists’
who are under the thumb of the government, who ended up being appointed as press officers to party members,
municipal enterprises, or the municipality itself.”

“Journalists from the outlet where | work have been openly threatened by high-ranking officials from government
institutions, lawsuits have been brought against my employer and individual journalists by lawmakers in the
then-ruling party, there has been pressure from representatives of influential organizations that certain subjects
are off-limits.”

“Threats, phone calls. As a scare tactic, they send out audits from the National Revenue Agency. Causing mayhem
— wrecking or setting fire to cars, store windows, robberies. The most used approach is a complete information
blackout and ban on a given media outlet from entering parliament, the presidency, or another institution, as well
as refusing their right to ask questions — the interviewer won't receive any answers.”

“There has been pressure against me from a prominent businessman who wanted an article taken down from my

website, connected with the arrest of his son-in-law in India. It had been confirmed by the Foreign Ministry that
his son-in-law had been charged for cloning and draining debit cards.”
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"As a political correspondent for many years, | quite frequently came up against pressure from political parties.
Later, as editor-in-chief, that continued. Over the years there has been some variation in the forms of this pres-
sure. From direct phone calls by politicians or their press secretaries who used to point their finger about why,
what, and how something was or wasn't covered or insist on something being removed, added to, or changed, they
moved on to a new tactic — political parties stopped sending their representatives when they weren't happy with
the news outlet. This way, practically speaking, they restrict our ethical obligation to present all viewpoints. As

a reporter, my former bosses were often pressured not to send me to events held by certain political figures who
were dissatisfied with my questions towards them. As editor-in-chief, I've been forced simply to withdraw after
certain political interests got upset with the editorial policy of the outlet | was running, which was adamantly and
completely independent. For a short while.”

“During an election campaign, a fellow journalist from another outlet had to take down op-eds that weren't really
a big deal, just because the party was paying for advertising and wanted the content of the article to be in Step
with the press release, even when it wasn't a paid publication.”

“Pressure coming down from a ministry because of published pieces casting a harsh light on its performance.
Complaints to the editorial team and editor-in-chief about my work, since that ministry was also an advertiser.
Its happened to me many times involving different institutions — the Road Infrastructure Agency, the Ministry
of Tourism, the Communications Regulation Commission... Political parties’ press officers have tried to limit the
questions | can ask politicians. After | refused, they cancelled the interview at the last minute. Calls to my direct
supervisors and editors-in-chief to apply pressure after an interviewee didn't like the questions asked.”
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“l'am continually having to take on pre-written PR pieces which | cannot even edit because ‘the client’ will get
angry and refuse to pay. The media is very dependent on advertisers, and thats why so many compromises are be-
ing made with the content and quality published. Substandard copy is accepted whose purpose is to praise some-
one and push a particular image or agenda. Frequently, it also whitewashes that image or agenda. The extent of
the media’s economic dependence is enormously high. How do you write about the aangers of gambling when an
online betting platform sponsors you?!”
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STRESSED OUT

By definition good journalism serves the public interest. Journalists work beyond regular office hours, oftentimes
nearly every day of the week. Anytime, day or night, anywhere; the pressure to scoop the competition, to broad-
cast the news on time, to grab hold of public attention and keep it — this is the norm. As a result, the overwhelm
and psychological burnout can reach dizzying heights. Journalists are people who suffer like anyone else.

The coverage of tragic accidents, catastrophes, extraordinary events involving casualties, and human suffering
all takes a psychological toll on the reporters telling these stories. They could also be experiencing professional
stress brought on by interpersonal and human trauma.

Bulgarian journalists take a serious dose of stress every day. Their work schedules are taxing. The buildup of
emotional, physical, and psychological exhaustion known as burnout is commonplace. This can be seen in the
reported workplace stress markers which AEJ Bulgaria has included for the first time in its study on the country’s
media landscape.

In total, 80% of participants in the survey indicate that they either “often” or “sometimes” experience stress in
their work (Table 21). Journalists for national news outlets take on the most stress. It seems that stress tends
to pile up chronically over the years of one’s career. The highest concentration of reported stress is among our
colleagues with 11 or more years of work experience in media.
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Almost half of respondents have felt overwhelmed from covering events and news topics 24/7. For 18.4% of
them, interpersonal relationships with colleagues and the working environment are also a stress factor. The
stories covered — distressing events, catastrophes, crime, emergencies, disasters, wars, terrorist attacks — are
reported as a factor by 15.5% (Table 22). Among these events, cruelty towards children, the elderly, and margin-
alized groups (31.6%), wars and terrorism (30.6%), domestic violence (25.7%), criminal cases (19.9%), and car
crashes (15%) take the heaviest toll (Table 23).

Table 21 o e (@) m— £0,68%
HOW OFTEN DO YOU FEEL Someties -‘ 12.6%
STRESSED FROM YOUR !
WORK? ey e () m— £0.8%

Never “

No response

Table 22

WHAT ARE

THE MAIN

CONTRIB-

UTORS TO
Interpersonal relation- Reporting on tragic acci-

STRESS AT ships with colleagues ~ The sheer intensity of dents, car crashes, crime, | can’t

YOUR JOB? and the newsroom event and news cover- disasters, emergencies, Sdy response
working environment age 24 hours a day wars, terrorist attacks
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Table 23
WHICH STRESS-INDUCING EVENTS DO YOU MOST OFTEN HAVE TO COVER?

Car crashes — 15%

Domestic abuse ——— /D, %

Criminal cases  —— 7,7 %

Cruelty towards children, the elderly, and

marginalized groups ]

Wars and terrorist attacks D 3[].6%6%

Natural disasters and emergency situations - — —————————————— 11.7%

Cruelty towards animals 12,1%
None of the above L 29.6%

No response e ——— 13,6%

Such events are covered “every day” or “often” by 36% of respondents, while around 15% state that they avoid
working on stories like these (Table 24). The resulting buildup of emational, physical, and mental exhaustion
has visible symptoms. Anxiety (39.3%), mood swings (23.3%), irritability (18%), and insomnia (15.5%) have the
highest percentages as stress markers, as indicated by survey participants (Table 25). Perhaps for that reason,
it's no surprise that an overwhelming majority of over 80% believe that media management should provide the
journalists they employ with psychological help for coping with stress (Table 26).
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Table 24

HOW OFTEN DO YOU
HAVE TO COVER ANY 11.7% . 31,1% 0 17%
OF THE EVENTS LISTED
ABOVE?
‘ 24,8% ' 15,5% '

Every day Often Rarely | avoid working on such
stories response

Table 25
WHEN REPORTING ON ANY OF THESE EVENTS, WHAT DO YOU MOST OFTEN EXPERIENCE?

N0 NGl Iga g R s el

[ I N U O — 0 I D
Insomnia Anxiety Frustration, ~ Panic  Recallingthe  Everysimilar ~ Reduced work Iitability ~ Mood swings ~ Reduced ~ None of the No
sometimes tuming attacks  event prevents eve?t aﬂ?ﬁwards capacity appetite  above response
into aggressiveness me from focusing_ Suengthens
towards colleagues e ud;g and helps me to
and loved ones y BVEryday - cover it na more

tasks hard-nosed way
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Table 26

SHOULD MEDIA QUTLETS PROVIDE JOURNALISTS WITH PROFESSIONAL HELP FOR DEALING
WITH STRESS IN THE WORKPLACE?

D & @
Yes

There are already similar No response
programs in my newsroom
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SLAPPS —
FEAR OF THE UNKNOWN

The increasing array of lawsuits against media outlets and journalists in recent years has generated a public

and institutional debate over whether legal measures should be taken to protect freedom of expression and the
right to access information. Strategic lawsuits against public participation (SLAPPs) tend to drag on for a long
time. They employ different tools to apply pressure like administrative harassment or blocking bank accounts,
which causes financial difficulties. This provokes serious stress within newsrooms and subverts the professional
priorities and public obligations of the affected media group. At the end of 2023, European Parliament reached a
political deal regarding SLAPPs. Its implementation in EU countries does not yet guarantee the protection of the
media from such forms of pressure. It was signed into law as an EU Directive in May 2024 and aims to protect
media outlets, journalists, and civil society representatives against unsubstantiated claims and legal proceedings
from an early stage.

Almost 17% of participants in the survey in 2024 indicate that they have been the target of a strategic lawsuit. A
third of them work for regional outlets, while the majority (around 65%) work for national media outlets.

When measuring perceptions and evaluations about the environment these lawsuits have created, there is a stag-
gering concentration of respondents who indicate that they know more than one colleague who has been subject-
ed to litigation because of their work. This comprised half of the responses two years ago but has grown by nearly
ten percentage points to 60.2% in this year's survey (Table 27).
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Table 27 Yes, more than 0
DO YOU KNOW A one colleague 60.2 /0
COLLEAGUE WHO HAS fes, one AL

HAD A STRATEGIC colleague

LAWSUIT AGAINST et i g
PUBLIC PARTICIPATION but | don’t know them
(SLAPP) LAUNCHED o IR
AGAINST THEM? h z;jga];nstjurnalisis []'5 /0

No
response ] .5%

SLAPPs are more often than not a response to journalistic pieces which concern economic interests, share the
majority of respondents who have been subjected to this kind of pressure (Table 28). Uncovering “corruption in
healthcare™ and data from public officials™ tax reports, “exposing criminal acts”, and relaying an opinion on a “so-
cially important cause™ are among the reasons why cases were pursued against some of the survey participants.
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Table 28
IF THERE WERE LEGAL THREATS, WHAT CAUSED THEM?

Journalistic pieces related to Journalistic pieces related to Other No response
political interests economic interests

They are usually civil suits and have reached up to 10 thousand leva in damages. A tarnished reputation is the
most serious problem facing the journalists named in these suits, state 29% of respondents. While 23.5% in-
dicated that they had encountered challenges in securing legal aid in 2022, two years later this response has
shrunk to less than 10% (Table 29).

Table 29
WHAT DIFFICULTIES DID YOU FACE DURING THE LAWSUIT?

\ \
9.7% 6,5% 29% 39,5% 35,9%
Challenges in Blocked bank Tarnished Other No
securglig legal accounts reputation / response
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Here are the obstacles faced during a strategic lawsuit, according to some participants in the study:
“Taking up time and attention, immense tension, not being able to deal with current tasks.”
“Stalling at every step of the way in the suit.”

“Wasting time, energy, and nerves.”

“Anxiety over finances.”

“Stress, fear of the unknown.”

A positive tendency can be seen in the outcomes of lawsuits against journalists. Two years ago, 50% of respon-
dents stated that the claims had been settled in favor of the defendant. In 2024 this response reached 67%. How-

ever, a large percentage of these lawsuits are still ongoing and have yet to be concluded, as attested by 25.8% of
participants in the survey.
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DISTORTED FACTS, DANCING
AROUND THE TRUTH

Disinformation is here to stay. AEJ Bulgaria has highlighted the effects of this phenomenon for a second consecu-
tive time in this year's report. The most prominent instances of disinformation faced by respondents in 2022 were
misleading and inaccurate information. In 2024 inaccurate or false statements take first place (67%), while half
of respondents see deliberate actions to create manipulated content (Table 30).

Table 30

WHAT ARE THE MOST COMMON TYPES OF DISINFORMATION YOU HAVE COME
ACROSS LATELY?

51 5% 50% 67%

Complete fabrications  Factual content modified Manipulated photos Inaccurate or false Other No response
intended to deceive and to mislead and videos statements
cause harm

4%



The hybrid war between Russia and Ukraine, the war in Gaza, quotes from politicians, manipulated information
from local and national government institutions, campaigns surrounding the introduction of the euro and Bulgar-
la's Schengen Zone accession — numerous examples of disinformation have been shared by participants in the
survey.

“They're endless, most often on the following topics: the war in Ukraine, the Green Deal, migration, LGBT! issues.”
“Bulgaria to send troops to the frontline in Ukraine; We cannat survive without Gazprom; EU dictates to national
governments; Istanbul Convention contains protection for a ‘third sex/promotes LGBT issues; Migrants are a
threat to Bulgarian society.”

“In my experience, disinformation dances around the truth. A distorted presentation of facts to attract interest or
sow hate speech. You could only find examples of this in the details or through comparative analysis.”

“Everything thats written about the war in Ukraine by the pro-American media. Everything written about Syria by
the same media. Everything written about the ruling Democratic Party of the U.S. government by the same me-
dia.”

“The state is bankrupt; Bulgaria to send troops to Ukraine.”
"Stating that an idea came from the current government, which is untrue. Money procured by the current gov-
ernment for projects related to improving infrastructure, which was in fact an accomplishment of the previous

government. Claims that funding for repair work exists when it really doesn't. Repair works begin, but they don't
finish.”
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“Politicians’ statements, which are presented as though they are positions without being verified or put into
context.”

“The are entire websites for disinformation. The worst part is that politicians, experts, and even doctors show up
and spread lies which can be easily identified as such by checking.”

“Doctored photos from the war in Ukraine, coal-powered heating plants, doctored photos from the war in the
Middle East, disinformation about the euro’s adoption in Croatia and high inflation, claims that in Ukraine they
have banned the Bulgarian language, and Bulgarians have been killed there, false claims about Russia during the
Second World War, and many others.”

“More often than not, prominent political figures present their personal opinions as facts using media platforms
without facing any editorial pushback. This happened with the journalists thrown out of press conferences by the
Vazrazhdane Party and PPDB coalition, both of which refused access to those journalists they deemed a nui-
sance-.. Proponents and critics of the eurozone also frequently use disinformation tactics to prove their points.
Neither side is running an actual informative campaign but rather taking facts out of context to prove their
points. Disinformation is most often found in highly specialized fields like health care, the energy sector, eco-
nomics. [t provides a platform for peaple with dubious qualifications to shape public opinion. Whether during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the wars in Ukraine and the Gaza Strip, or our accelerated election cycle, it has become clear
that there are always ‘know-it-all” experts.”
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“Propagandist talking points not directly raised by a radio host but by their hand-picked guests who were indis-
criminately allowed to tell outright lies. When a listener intervened with an objection, the host — who is currently
running for European Parliament — replied that the listener's sources of information were not as reliable as those
of the guest on the show.”
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SOLUTIONS AND POSSIBILITIES

Over the past decade, a series of measures have been adopted to shed light on the ownership and financing of
media outlets in Bulgaria. However, they have failed to produce results, neither in improving media pluralism, nor
access to information, and they haven't changed the media landscape. Throughout the years with only slight dif-
ferences, attitudes towards the new law on media haven't changed. The law supports reinforcing self-regulation,
working towards unionizing in the sector, and strengthening the transparency process in the media business — all
perennial problems that have yet to be resolved (Table 31).

Table 31

NOW WE’'D LIKE TO HEAR WHAT YOU THINK ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT MEASURES T0
IMPLEMENT FOR A BETTER MEDIA ENVIRONMENT IN BULGARIA.

Adopting alaw onmedia | NINEW L/ /S SS LSS LSS LSS SSS LSS LSS,
Strengthening self-governance [ NNNRTNTN//// /1 /1 S/ S/ /S Y.

Measures against the concentration of media

ownership and its distribution RSN XY/ /S S/ /7/7.

Additional media ownership trans-

ey measures KLY /S S/ /LS /LSS LS/
Unionizing workers from the Sector I g T/ /S S S S S S SIS SIS,

functioning syndicalist structure

g U S NI //// // /S /S /S,

programs in journalism

Providing further training and - N TN/ /S /S S/ /Y.

qualifications for journalists

Establishing new forms of independent media 00 1% LS/

NG (3% A7/
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