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SHORT SUMMARY

Journalism: Shaping a World at Peace

Free, independent, pluralistic, and professional journalism is key for defending human dignity, advancing justice,
and sustaining peace. Yet today, freedom of expression is under assault as seldom before.

The 2022/2025 World Trends Report, Journalism: Shaping a World at Peace, underscores the profound role of free,
independent, pluralistic, and professional journalism as a cornerstone of democratic life and as an indispensable
condition for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGSs).

Despite some positive developments such as the expansion of
social media access, growth in collaborative investigative jour-
nalism, subscription models, and legal recognition of community

media, this new Report reveals a 10% decline in the Freedom of
Expression Index globally since 2012, and highlights weakened
governance, hostility towards journalists, the climate crisis, and

The Freedom
of Expression
Index has declined

" 10%

globally since
2012

Al-driven dis and misinformation. Progress on gender equality
has stalled, and women continuously face discrimination and
violence. These trends undermine human rights, media freedom
and plurality, and well-informed citizenship.

The 2022/2025 World Trends Report emphasizes the urgency
of supporting international norms, strengthening information
integrity, and fostering trusted information to protect democracy,
promote accountability, and ensure access to information as a
public good, particularly for vulnerable populations and youth.

“Since wars begin in the minds of men and women,

U n e sco it is in the minds of men and women that the defences

of peace must be constructed”

WORLD TRENDS IN FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND MEDIA DEVELOPMENT: GLOBAL REPORT 2022/2025 &)



Published in 2025 by the United Nations Educational,
Scientifc and Cultural Organization
7, place de Fontenoy, 75352 Paris 07 SP, France

© UNESCO 2025
(c0) DO

ISBN: 978-92-3-100835-1
https://doi.org/10.58338/JQXX3532

This publication is available in Open Access under the Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 IGO (CC-BY-SA 3.0 IGO) license
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/igo/). By using the content of this publication, the users
accept to be bound by the terms of use of the UNESCO Open Access Repository (https://www.unesco.org/en/
open-access/cc-sa).

The designations employed and the presentation of material throughout this publication do not imply the expres-
sion of any opinion whatsoever on the part of UNESCO concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or

area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries

The ideas and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors; they are not necessarily those of
UNESCO and do not commit the Organization.

This publication should be cited as follows: UNESCO. 2025. Journalism: Shaping a World at Peace. World Trends
in Freedom of Expression and Media Development, Global Report 2022/2025. Paris: UNESCO.

For the use of any material not clearly identifed as belonging to UNESCO, prior permission shall be requested from:
publication.copyright@unesco.org.

More information and the complete World Trends Report series can be found at
https://www.unesco.org/en/world-media-trends

Cover, Graphic design, Illlustrations and Typeset: Till Noon

Printed by UNESCO

—_— - .
=TT With the support of the UNESCO Multi-Donor Programme on
M U n esco Freedom of Expression and Safety of Journalists (MDP).




Journalism:
Shaping a World
at Peace

WORLD TRENDS IN

Freedom of Expression
and Media Development
GLOBAL REPORT 2022/2025



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.

UNESCO Constitution




Foreword

Press freedom is under attack worldwide. The global
Freedom of Expression Index has dropped by 10%
since 2012. Proliferating armed conficts in many
regions of the world continue to infict unimaginable
sufering on millions of civilians, while numerous
governments continue to tighten control and dis-
information spreads like wildfre across the global
information landscape.

Against this backdrop, journalists continue to stand on
the frontlines and report the truth, working to defend
human dignity and advance justice. Yet, they often do
so at the cost of their safety: in too many places, they
are attacked, exiled, or forced into silence.

Protecting freedom of expression has been a central
pillar of UNESCO’s mandate since its founding in
1945, with the importance of the unrestricted pursuit
of objective truth and the free exchange of ideas and
knowledge embedded in its Constitution. In working
to protect freedom of expression as a public good, we
are working to protect the cornerstone of democratic
societies. But to do so, we must frst understand what
is eroding it — which is the purpose of the fagship
World Trends Report on Freedom of Expression and
Media Development.

This 2025 edition provides insights into how the global
landscape has shifted since 2021. Despite ongoing
threats to freedom of expression, this report ofers
a few rays of hope. Community radio continues to
connect people and amplify local voices, while inves-
tigative reporting exposes corruption and injustice.
Journalists, civil society and local media worldwide
are fnding new ways to persevere and innovate: new
technologies have expanded access to information
for billions of people, and initiatives uniting journa-
lists across borders show how collective action can
safeguard media as a public good.

Yet, in a world grappling with misinformation and
disinformation, amplifed by the growing presence
of artifcial intelligence (Al), we must further step up
our action to defend freedom of expression.

Firstly, by safeguarding media viability. In an era

when support for traditional media is dwindling amid

economic uncertainty, political pressure and techno-
logical shifts, defending free, independent journalism

must be recognized as a development priority —and as

part of wider eforts to uphold freedom of expression

and information.

Promoting transparency in the digital sphere is equally
crucial, although it is difcult to define and hard to
achieve. In a globalized, online media landscape,
concerted eforts to promote cooperation among
all those involved in the information cycle are vital
to ensure transparent access to information, foster
accountability and empower users to make informed
choices.

Lastly, as new technologies reshape how information

is created and shared, we must continue to advance

media and information literacy (MIL). By teaching ci-
tizens to critically engage with information and safely

navigate the digital environment, we can build greater
trust in today’s information ecosystem.

These challenges are at the heart of the Windhoek+30
Declaration on Information as a Public Good. This text,
unanimously endorsed 30 years after the original 1991
Windhoek Declaration, rea®rms our shared respon-
sibility to defend free, independent and pluralistic
media —and underpins UNESCO's eforts in this area.

UNESCO's founding mission reminds us that peace
is built on foundations of trust, knowledge, and dia-
logue. This Report speaks to the role of journalism
in cementing these foundations — and ofers insights
into how we can fulfl our collective responsibility
to protect media and information as a public good.

Dr TawTk Jelassi,
Assistant Director-General
for Communication and
Information

UNESCO
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VOLUME 1

Executive
Summary

The 2025 World Trends Report on Freedom of
Expression and Media Development ofers a deep
dive into the state of freedom of expression and
media development over the past four years (2022-
2025). Drawing on original research and data-driven
insights, it examines global shifts through two critical
lenses: information as a public good and information
integrity. The fndings reveal that these values are under
unprecedented pressure, threatening the world’s
ability to meet Sustainable Development Goal (SDG)
target 16.10 (public access to information and fun-
damental freedoms) by 2030. This erosion not only
endangers that target but also casts a long shadow
over the broader SDG agenda, where progress
depends on reliable, accessible information.

Press freedom has experienced its steepest decline
since 2012. V-Dem'’s Global Freedom of Expression
Index has dropped by 10% over the past 10 years,
a stark indicator of how press freedom is eroding
despite isolated countertrends.

This decline mirrors broader patterns: weakened
parliaments and judicial institutions, falling levels of
public trust, and deepening polarization. It has also
coincided with setbacks in equality, alongside rising
hostility toward environmental journalists, scientists,
and researchers.

At the same time, the growing dominance of major
technology companies — and the consequences of
their shifting policies and practices — have created
fertile ground for hate speech and disinformation
to spread online. These dynamics directly afect the
information ecosystems relied upon by vulnerable
groups, including children and teenagers.

Taken together, these political, social, and com-
mercial pressures are undermining media freedom,
plurality, and diversity. Over the past two years, the
rapid rise of generative artifcial intelligence (Al) has
further sidelined the value of the media. At the same
time, audiences are inundated with entertainment
and other content often encompassing cultural and

gender biases. Chat interfaces optimized for user
engagement amplify this trend, pushing their content
in the wider information ecosystem ahead of public
interest journalism and professional news.

The Report also details escalating threats to journa-
list’ safety, with women journalists disproportionately
targeted. It underscores the growing weaponization
of legislation to suppress independent journalism
and the alarming rise in journalists being forced into
exile. Adding to this, the Report draws attention to
the deepening existential crisis of media viability.

Finally, the fndings spotlight: the lack of momentum
and resources for awareness-raising through to media
and information literacy (MIL), leaving societies ill-
equipped to navigate today’s complex information
environment.

At the same time, the Report highlights countercur-
rents pushing back against these negative trends.
Between 2020 and 2025, an estimated 1.5 billion
people gained access to social media and messaging
platforms, expanding opportunities for citizens to
engage with information as a public good.

Other encouraging developments include the rise
of collaborative investigative journalism, the steady
growth of paid news subscriptions, an increased
participative governance of online content, and
multistakeholder initiatives to counter climate dis-
information.

In another positive example, a large tech company has
joined forces with content creators, including media
outlets, to block unauthorized Al bots from scraping
their work, ofering a rare alignment of corporate
power and media protection.

Taken as a whole, the narrative unpacks what these
intertwined negative and positive trends mean for
elections, climate action, young people, and the
SDGs. It concludes by underscoring the critical need
to strengthen initiatives that advance both information
integrity and information as a public good. The core
message is clear: without renewed, multi-stakeholder
governance of communications, frmly rooted in
freedom of expression and access to information,
regressive trends will continue to dominate.
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VOLUME 1

Countertrends
Shaping Al, Media
& Information

PUSHING AGAINST AI'S
NEGATIVES TRENDS

o

Rising lawsuits

Copyright-related cases
against Al companies are multiplying.

Gatekeeper action

A major internet platform blocks unauthorized
Al bots from scraping content—pressuring them
to pay for media’s intellectual property.

POSITIVE MEDIA &
GOVERNANCE TRENDS

Investigative collaboration:
Surge in cross-border investigative journalism.

Subscriptions up:
More people are paying for online news.

Participatory governance:

UNESCO’s Social Media 4 Peace Project and similar
initiatives strengthen inclusive content governance.




EXPANDING ACCESS & EXPRESSION

people gained access to
social media and messaging platforms between 2020-2025

COMMUNITY MEDIA RECOGNITION

Of 194 countries,

96 (49%) oy i

Among these countries

3 provided some form of financial
More than /4 support-m ommonly through

reduced license or signal transmission fees.

1/3 offered direct funding.

SOURCE UNESCO 2025. World Trends Report on Freedom of Expression and Media Development 2022-2025. Infographic. Data adapted from UNESCO Community Media, 2025
and Backlinko, 2025.



VOLUME 1

By the numbers:
Freedom of expression
IN Crisis

THE BIG PICTURE MEDIA UNDER PRESSURE

Global decline

Freedom of Expression
Index has dropped

%
'1 0 0 since 2012,

Self-censorship 4 Criminal
defamation laws

still exist in

S > e

A historically significant & unprecedented
shift. Comparable contractions occurred

since 2012 (+4.83% each year).

only during extracrdinary periods, including Gft;vgn;nentstintieg Slﬂ?t% ot
World War I, the rise of authoritarianism until Eh o sed? ct? ntro restr
the end of World War I, and the Cold War. the media by

Democracy shrinking .

For the first time in 20 years,
non-democratic regimes outnumber
democracies.

of the world’s

population now

lives under

non-democratic ruling

— the highest level since 1978

SOURCE UNESCO 2025. World Trends Report on Freedom of Expression and Media Development 2022-2025. Infographic. Data adapted from UNESCO, V-Dem and CPJ.



VIOLENCE & THREATS AGAINST JOURNALISTS

91 3 journalists 31 Ojournalists

displaced in Latin America killed in the last 3.5 years.
(2018-2024).

46

environmental
journalists murdered
since 2010

only 6 convictions. ‘L’!J

85% of cases
of killed journalists

(TSR] in 2024.

WOMEN JOURNALISTS AT RISK

2 4 women journalists killed
(2022 - Sept. 2025).

Out of 283 attacks studied:

online harassment was
the most common (2023).

41%

experienced verbal

and/or physical sexual

730/0 harassment, yet only
1in 5 reported it.

of women journalists

reported digital attacks

(2020 survey).

.................

SOURCE UNESCO 2025. World Trends Report on Freedom of Expression and Media Development 2022-2025. Infographic. Data adapted from UNESCO Observatory of Killed Journalists;
UNESCO The Chilling, 2021; PROLEDI, Universidad de Costa Rica, 2025; European Center for Press and Media Freedom, 2024 and WAN-IFRA, 2022



TRUST & INFORMATION CRISIS

people believe journalists, governments
7 out Of 10 & business leaders deliberately

mislead the public.

voters in 16 countries fear
disinformation will affect elections.

BIG TECH & MEDIA ECONOMY

Meta, Amazon, Alphabet control

50%+

of recorded
global ad
spending.

Only

0.5%

of overseas
development aid
went to media

& information.
(2016-2022)

SOURCE UNESCO 2025. World Trends Report on Freedom of Expression and Media Development 2022-2025. Infographic. Data adapted from Edelman Trust Barometer, 2025;
UNESCO and Ipsos, 2023; WARC, 2025; OECD, 2024 and ITU, 2024.



CLIMATE & INFORMATION WARS

Data centers From 20§1bto22%24, céizngé}e denial posts
of global electricity use increased by 24% an o
(exgpemed to doubre by 2030). across major digital platforms.

Environmental journalists under attack

— rising trend in assaults and murders.

At least 749journa|ists reporting
on environmental issues were attacked
in 89 countries between 2009 and 2023.

SOURCE UNESCO 2025. World Trends Report on Freedom of Expression and Media Development 2022-2025. Infographic. Data adapted from Chen, Sophia. Nature, 2025;
Tortoise Media. Hot Air Explore Tool and UNESCO, Press and planet in danger, 2024.




VOLUME 1

Journalism:
Shaping a World
at Peace

Introduction

In 2021, UNESCO’s Member States made history by
unanimously endorsing the Windhoek+30 Declaration
recognizing that information is a public good.* In
a world where truth is too often under threat, the
Declaration rea®rmed a collective responsibility: to
strengthen media viability, advance digital platform
transparency, and empower audiences with media
and information literacy (MIL) — three key steps to
ensure that journalism remains a source of empow-
erment for all people.

Nobel Peace Prize winner and UNESCO/Guillermo
Cano World Press Freedom Prize? Laureate Maria
Ressa underlines the stakes, declaring,

Without facts, you can’t have truth.
Without truth, you can’t have trust.
Without all three, we have no shared reality.

In this context, the framework of information integrity
has come to the fore in recent years within the United
Nations,® the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD),* Organisation G20° and
other international networks. Complementary to
information as a public good, it highlights the
particular importance of information that is accurate
and reliable.

The information integrity framework, developed as
a proactive response to disinformation and related
information disruptions, has been recognized in
United Nations resolutions that emphasize the need
to counter such challenges while safeguarding
freedom of expression.® The scope of information
integrity has become broader over time in the face of
the concentration of communications power among
very few technology companies, the decline of diverse
cultural content, and rise of hate speech, along with
unfolding risks to democracy and the social fabric.

Rather than being solely focused upon countering the
‘weeds’ of false content and the poison plants of hate
speech, it now also turns its attention to the need to
proactively grow the ‘crops’ of trusted information.
Hence, the perspective of the UN Principles on
Information Integrity identifes five pillars to support
information integrity:

* Public trust and confdence in information;

* Incentives for advertisers and tech companies
to uphold information integrity;

* Increased MIL (Media and Information Literacy);

* Independent, free and pluralistic media;

* Greater platform transparency and data access.’

1 UNESCO. 2021. Windhoek+30 Declaration: Information as a Public Good, World Press Freedom Day 2021. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378158.

2 Created in 1997, the annual UNESCO/Guillermo Cano World Press Freedom Prize honors a person, organization or institution that has made an outstanding contribution
to the defense and, or promotion of press freedom anywhere in the world, and especially when this has been achieved in the face of danger. See UNESCO.
UNESCO/Guillermo Cano WorldPress Freedom Prize. https://www.unesco.org/en/prizes/cano.

3 United Nations. 2024. Global Digital Compact. https://www.un.org/global-digital-compact/sites/default/fles/2024-09/

Global%20Digital%20Compact%20-%20English_0.pdf

4  OECD. 2024. Recommendation on Information Integrity. https://legalinstruments.oecd.org/en/instruments/OECD-LEGAL-0505.

5 G7G20.2024. Digital Economy Working Group Maceio Ministerial Declaration. G7G20 Document Database. https://g7g20-documents.org/database/document/
2024-g20-brazil-sherpa-track-digital-economy-ministers-ministers-language-g20-dewg-maceio-ministerial-declaration.

6  United Nations General Assembly. 2021. Countering disinformation for the promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedom (Doc. A/RES/76/227.)
https://docs.un.org/en/A/RES/76/227. See also UN Human Rights Council. Role of States in countering the negative impact of disinformation on the enjoyment and
realization of human rights (Doc. A/HRC/RES/55/10.) https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/RES/55/10.

7  United Nations. Global Principles for Information Integrity. https://www.un.org/en/information-integrity/global-principles.
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These developments in understanding the informa-
tion ecosystem correspond with the Sustainable
Development Agenda, in which Goal 16.10 sets the
target of ensuring public access to information and
protecting fundamental freedoms by 2030. With only
fve years remaining, the trends identified in this World
Trends Report on Freedom of Expression and Media
Development are far from favorable for achieving
these objectives. The consequences will be felt in
terms of monitoring and shaping progress across the
full range of SDGs — each of which needs information
integrity if society is to steer them efectively. This
Report emphasizes the urgent need to safeguard and
efectively implement internationally agreed norms,
as progress remains insufcient.

Since the frst edition of this Report in 2014, the
World Trends Report on Freedom of Expression and
Media Development has provided knowledge about
developments in media freedom, pluralism, indepen-
dence and the safety of journalists, as well as in media
development.2 It ofers a unique and comprehensive
analysis of key changes, opportunities and challenges
while also outlining a path forward to address these
issues. The 2021/2022 Report sounded the alarm,
documenting that 85% of the world’s population expe-
rienced a decline in press freedom in their countries.®
In this edition 2022/2025, the authored chapters
that follow in Volume 2 show how continued and
new challenges can have a lasting impact on peo-
ple’s well-being, the rule of law, equality, preserving
the environment, and more. Overall, the decline in
freedom of expression is refected in key figures:1©

+ Since 2012 - the year that marked the highest
global press freedom score since 1789, according
to the Global Freedom of Expression Index* —the
score has declined by 10%, refecting a significant
erosion of freedom of expression.

* Mediaself-censorship has surged, with journalists
avoiding critical or ‘risky’ topics. This has grown by
nearly 5% annually, amounting to a 63% increase
between 2012-2024.

* The shrinking civic space extends beyond jour-
nalism, with academic and cultural freedom of
expression falling by an average of 2.86% annually.

*  Governments and powerful actors have intensifed

their eforts to control and restrict the media by

almost 3.7% if assessed year on year, or 48% over

12 years.

BOX 1

Y
e

The recent decline in freedom of expression rep-

The global evolution of
freedom of expression

resents a historically signifcant and unprecedented
shift. Comparable contractions have occurred only
during extraordinary periods, including World War |,
the rise of authoritarianism until the end of World War
Il, and 1963-1973, coinciding with the Cold War. This
trend underscores the gravity of the current situation
as shown in Figure 1.

From 2012 to 2024, the indicator fell by 10%, cor-
responding to an average annual decline of 0.86%.
The pattern of decline, however, varied across

sub-periods:

1. 2012-2017: The indicator declined moderately, at
an average rate of 0.96% per year, before stabilizing
between 2017 and 2019.

2.2020-2022: The rate of decline accelerated sharply

to 1.27% per year, indicating renewed deterioration.
3.2022-2024: The annual decline continued to accel-
erate, reaching 1.30%, well above the average rate
for the entire 2012-2024 period.

Overall, the data shows a clear trend of progressive
deterioration, with the pace of decline increasing in
recent years.

Source: Aldo Magoga analysis based on V-Dem data.

8 The World Trends Report responds to a key mandate assigned to UNESCO by Member States during the 36th General Conference in 2011. This mandate directs UNESCO to
“work with other UN agencies and other relevant organizations to monitor the state of press freedom and the safety of journalists and report on developments in these areas
to the General Conference.”

9 UNESCO. 2021. Journalism is a Public Good. World Trends in Freedom of Expression and Media Development.
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379826/PDF/379826eng.pdf.multi.

10 Magoga, A. 2025. Freedom of Expression and Alternative Sources of information Index.
11 Freedom of Expression and Alternative Sources of Information Index of the V-Dem Dataset.
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FIGURE 1
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Index decline 2012-2024

Source:

Aldo Magoga analysis
based on V-Dem data.

2011

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Nonetheless, a number of countertrends have
emerged that advance freedom of expression and
access to information. Between 2020 and 2025, an
estimated 1.5 billion people gained access to social
media and messaging platforms,*? broadening oppor-
tunities for civic engagement with information as a
public good. At the same time, however, the online
environment remains afected by forces that erode
information integrity. Other positive trends include
a rise in collaborative investigative journalism,**a
growth in the numbers of people paying subscriptions
for journalism,** and progress in participative gover-
nance of online content such as UNESCO’s Social
Media 4 Peace.® The community media regulatory
landscapes in many countries are largely positive,
even with common shortfalls in the implementation
of legal frameworks.
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Progress for
community media

In recent decades, an increasing number of countries
have adopted normative frameworks for community
media, marking a crucial step toward their legal re-
cognition and strengthening their role within national
media landscapes (see Figure 2 below).

Of 194 countries, 96 (49%) now legally recognize
community media. Among these countries, over
three-quarters provide fnancial support, typically via
reduced licensing or signal transmission fees, and
more than one-third ofer direct funding.’®

This refects a broader trend of governments progres-
sively integrating community media into their legal
and policy environments.

12 Backlinko. 2025. Social Media Usage & Growth Statistics. https://backlinko.com/social-media-users. Also see Singh, S. 2025. How Many People Use Social Media. 2025

Usage Stats. https://www.demandsage.com/social-media-users.

13 Global Investigative Journalism Network. https://gijn.org. International Consortium of Investigative Journalists. https://www.icij.org.

14 Robertson, C. T. 2024. How much do people pay for online news? And what might encourage more people to pay? Reuters Institute.
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2024/how-much-do-people-pay-online-news-what-might-encourage-others-pay;
Jenik, C. 2021. The Most Popular Paid Subscription News Websites. https://www.statista.com/chart/24772/news-websites-with-the-most-paid-subscribers.

15 UNESCO. Social Media 4 Peace. https://www.unesco.org/en/social-media4peace.

16 UNESCO. 2025. Two decades of progress towards legal recognition of community media worldwide. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000396431.
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FIGURE 2
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As 2030 approaches, progress is being undermined
by negative trends, amplifed by multiple crises,
armed conficts, and the climate emergency. Over
the last four years, freedom of expression and media
development have been severely undermined in many
countries by fve factors further explored by experts
in Volume 2 of this Report:

1. Erosion of checks and balances:

The weakening of checks and balances on private
and public power and the manipulation of the rule of
law have led to reduced transparency and oversight
of public and private power, fewer protections for
journalists, and an overall weakening of freedom of
expression.

2. Impact of emerging technologies:
Technological advances, including generative artifcial
intelligence (Al), are reshaping journalism and public
discourse. While the new tools enable new forms of
expression and greater capacities for those able to
harness them, they also amplify misinformation, dis-
rupt information integrity, and have worsened news-
rooms’ already-failing traditional business models.

3. Regression of rights for women and people in
situations of vulnerability and marginalization:
Progress in equality and representation is being rolled
back. Women and people in situations of vulnerability
and marginalization face rising violence, harassment,
and systemic barriers that limit their participation in
media and public life.
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4. Hostility toward journalists and other stake-
holders addressing climate issues:

Journalists, scientists, and activists addressing cli-
mate issues are increasingly targeted. Disinformation
and harassment undermine reporting on environmen-
tal crises and the dissemination of evidence-based
information.

5. The media viability crisis:

Across all of these lies another global, systemic
threat: the economic crisis facing independent
media. Digital platforms now take the lion's share of
advertising revenue, while trustworthy, professional
outlets strive to stand out in a crowded online space
and innovate with new business models. Without
viable solutions in the short, medium, and long
terms, newsrooms will struggle to keep the lights
on while maintaining professional standards and
editorial independence, let alone have the resources
to meet the growing challenges of protecting
journalists and providing pluralistic coverage on
politics, technology, equality, or climate change.

New challenges to the well-being and opportnities
of children and youth are also adversely impacting
the information ecosystems that engage these
generations.
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These developments interact closely with mis-
representations of freedom of expression to regularize
lies and normalize hate speech. In 2025, the head of
one of the world’s largest social media companies
described fact-checking as amounting to censorship,
even though this activity does not per se suppress
content but represents a form of counter-speech. The
reality of growing censorship is, in fact, unrestrained
harassment to hound dissenting and vulnerable voi-
ces out of online spaces. False and hostile rhetoric
has been employed to erode people’s rights to equa-
lity, dignity, and the full enjoyment of their individual
freedoms. Audiences, and especially younger, more
impressionable individuals, are increasingly targeted
through data-driven methods that infuence their
worldviews, interests, content preferences, and ulti-
mately their identities.

The cumulative efect erodes human rights, under-
mines people’s choices and weakens society’s capa-
city and consciousness regarding the value of cul-
tivating well-informed citizenship. Meanwhile, the
longstanding aspirations of media plurality and
diversity are facing intensifed pressures from polit-
ical and commercial actors and remain vulnerable
to the concentrated power and infuence of major
digital platforms. Today, Al models add a new layer
of complexity, as they can generate content that
appears reliable, yet lacks consistent grounding in
evidence of accurate and trustworthy information.

Combined with these setbacks to freedom of expres-
sion and media development, there are also wider
threats to justice, accountability, gender equality,
the protection of children’s rights, as well as the right
to a healthy environment. The very premise of the
universally agreed Sustainable Development Goals
is coming under question in some quarters.

Unpacking the detail on these trends, this Report
tracks key developments that harm safety for free

expression and journalists, especially women. It
identifes new ways in which law is weaponized to
suppress truth-telling and explores the burgeoning
phenomenon of journalists being forced into exile.
The deepening existential crisis of media viability is
assessed, as is the unprecedented power of the tech
companies that today dominate digital communica-
tions, content production, data and online advertising.
The Report also identifes counter currents against
the dominant fow, assessing their scale and possible
trajectory. Taking stock of the whole, the narrative
concludes by fagging the utmost importance of
supporting trends that advance both information
integrity, and information that is a public good and
therefore available to all. The point is noted that if
efective steps are not put in place, the regressive
trends will overwhelm those that are progressive.

A changing political context

In several internationally infuential countries, insti-
tutional trust has continued to decline in the past
fve years.'” This goes hand-in-hand with eforts
to discredit democratic institutions for failing to
efectively address social and economic problems,
reinforcing the agenda of those who seek less democ-
racy. As systems of government, democracies are
now outnumbered for the frst time in 20 years, with
72% of the world’s population living under forms of
authoritarian rule - the highest level since 1978.18

These developments have coincided with weakening
social cohesion, growing distrust and susceptibility to
conspiracy theories, and a reduction in the credibility
of professional news media across numerous coun-
tries. According to the Edelman Trust Barometer's
2025 report covering 29 jurisdictions, 7 out of 10
people believe that journalists, along with govern-
ment oFcials and business leaders, deliberately
mislead the public.*®

17 Wike, R., Fetterolf, J. and Schulman, J. 2025. Dissatisfaction with democracy remains widespread in many nations.
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/06/30/dissatisfaction-with-democracy-remains-widespread-in-many-nations.

18 Magoga, A., op. cit.

19 Edelman. 2025. 2025 Edelman Trust Barometer. Trust and the Crisis of Grievance. https://www.edelman.com/trust/2025/trust-barometer.

20 University of South Carolina College of Information and Communications, Center for Civic Participation and Democracy (SNSPA) in Bucharest, UNESCO. 2025. Al Public Opinion Tracker.
21 Kubin, E. and von Sikorski, C. 2021. The Role of (Social) Media in Political Polarization: A Systematic Review. https://academic.oup.com/anncom/article/45/3/188/7912664;

Vasist, P. N., Chatterjee, D. and Krishnan, S. 2023. The Polarizing Impact of Political Disinformation and Hate Speech: A Cross-country Confgural Narrative.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10106894.
22 Magoga, A., op. cit.

23 V-Dem Institute. 2025. Democracy Report 2025 — 25 Years of Autocratization — Democracy Trumped? https://v-dem.net/documents/60/V-dem-dr__2025_lowres.pdf.

24 Magoga, A., op. cit..

25 Nord, M., Lundstedt, M., and Lindberg S. I. 2024. Media Freedom, Democracy and Security. Research Report. OSCE. https://www.osce.org/fles/f/documents/3/0/572878_1.pdf.
See also Adhikari, B., King, J., and Murdie, A. 2024. Examining the efects of democratic backsliding on human rights conditions. https://doi.org/10.1080/14754835.2023.2295878.
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Further evidence on this trend is confrmed in the Analysis reveals a signifcant correlation between

study referred to in Chapter 2, ‘Journalism: Bridging indicators of freedom of expression and democratic
the Promise and Threat of Technology,” highlighting measurement indices.?® This is vividly evident in
public opinion surveys in four countries across V-Dem’s 2024 Democracy Report where statistics
diverse regions.? confrm that as liberal democracies have declined,
freedom of expression dropped by 10% between
The trust defcits correspond with increasing levels 2012-2024 across all UNESCO regions.?* For jour-
of polarization, along with the use of adversarial nalists to freely do their work, democracy’s other
disinformation and hostile speech to push back a accountability mechanisms also need to function.
range of human rights.?! Together, these factors While democracy requires more than press freedom,
correlate with reversals in the protection of free the latter is a critical component.®
expression and support for media development in
many countries. All this has been part of a wider Corresponding to the interdependence of journal-
erosion of checks and balances on power in many ism and democracy, is the importance of pluralistic
countries, with the multiple dynamics reinforcing legislatures in upholding freedom of expression.

each other. A longitudinal analysis reveals decline

across 10 fronts outlined in Figure 3:
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Comision Interamericana de Derechos Humanos. 2012. El derecho de acceso a la informacién publica en las Américas. Estandares Interamericanos y comparacioén de marcos
legales [The right of access to public information in the Americas. Inter-American standards and comparison of legal frameworks].
https://www.oas.org/es/cidh/expresion/docs/publicaciones/El%20acces0%20a%20la%20informacion%20en%20las%20Americas%202012%2005%2015.pdf.

Over 100 countries are now committed to open public registers. Journalists and civil society groups frequently use public registers of benefcial owners to investigate
corruption. See the UN Human Rights OFce of the High Commissioner. 2023. Sustainable development and freedom of expression: why voice matters. Report of the Special
Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression (Doc. A/HRC/53/25.)
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc5325-sustainable-development-and-freedom-expression-why-voice.

Countries with such laws number 100 in 2015, 120 in 2020 and rose 140 in 2025, according to data from Mabillard, V. 2016. Freedom of Information Laws: Evolution of the
Number of Requests in 11 Jurisdictions. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/314285585_Freedom_of_Information_Laws_Evolution_of_the_Number_of_Requests_
in_11_Jurisdictions#:~:text=the%20frst%20freedom%200f%20information. See also UNESCO. 2023. A steady path forward: UNESCO 2022 report on public access to
information (SDG 16.10.2). https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/4822 3/pf0000385479. UNESCO. 2024. Global report on the implementation of access to information laws.
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000391525. UNESCO. Facts and fgures. Access to Information Laws. https://www.unesco.org/en/access-information-laws.
Verfassungsblog. 2023. Restoring Poland’s Media Freedom. https://verfassungsblog.de/restoring-polands-media-freedom/.

Centro de Estudios en Libertad de Expresion y Acceso a la Informacion. 2021. Regulacion de plataformas en Brasil: necesidad, peligros y contradicciones [Regulation of
platforms in Brazil: needs, dangers and contradictions]. https://observatoriolegislativocele.com/regulacion-de-plataformas-en-brasil-necesidad-peligros-y-contradicciones/.
See also Global Freedom of Expression. 2024. ;Cémo responden los tribunales a las SLAPP? Anélisis de decisiones judiciales seleccionadas de todo el mundo [How do courts
respond to SLAPPs? Analysis of selected judicial decisions from around the world]. Columbia University.
https://globalfreedomofexpression.columbia.edu/es/publications/como-responden-los-tribunales-a-las-slapp-analisis-de-decisiones-judiciales-seleccionadas-de-to
do-el-mundo/; Islamabad High Court. 2020. Order Sheet W.P. No. 3028/2020. https://mis.ihc.gov.pk/attachments/judgements/121240/3/17-05-2022_Ashfaq_
Jutt_637885690215833788.pdf; Mariez, J.-S. and Godfrin, L. 2020. Censure de la «loi Avia» par le Conseil constitutionnel: un fl rouge pour les Iégislateurs francais et
européens ? [Censorship of the “Avia law” by the Constitutional Council: a red thread for French and European legislators?]. Dalloz. https://www.dalloz-actualite.fr/fash/
censure-de-loi-avia-par-conseil-constitutionnel-un-fl-rouge-pour-legislateurs-francais-et-eur; Global Freedom of Expression. 2023. Internet shutdowns in international law.
Columbia University. https://globalfreedomofexpression.columbia.edu/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/GFoE_Internet-shutdowns-in-international-law.pdf; Global Freedom of
Expression. 2019. The North Gauteng High Court in Pretoria. Columbia University. https://globalfreedomofexpression.columbia.edu/cases/amabhungane-centre-for-investi
gative-journalism-v-minister-of-justice-and-correctional-services/.
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Parliaments in Latin America and the Caribbean?®
as well as Africa,?” in the past decade have passed
record numbers of laws on access to information.?®
Yet, elected assemblies in recent years have done
less well in response to drive by the executive branch
of government to control independent media.?® A
number of legislatures, especially those dominated
by a ruling party, have passed laws to tighten free
expression and press freedom.

One of the tenets of democracy is an independent
judiciary, and trends here have been mixed. There
are indeed cases of courts, including regional
courts, upholding freedom of expression in recent
years — including ruling against arbitrary blocking
of internet access.®® But, as documented by the UN
Special Rapporteur on the independence of judges
and lawyers, some governments have weakened
judicial independence through a range of tactics.®
A barometer of the rule of law is the extent to which
justice is served in cases of attacks on journalists,
where there is continued and widespread impunity
for the perpetrators of such crimes.*?

It is therefore apparent that the shrinking space for
freedom of expression, press freedom and media
development is correlated to a wider overall trend of
hamstringing institutions of state. This development
leaves journalists exposed and without democratic
backing to do their jobs. In this context, civil society
support — while not a substitute — becomes ever
more important, though there are challenges here
too, resulting from cuts in funding, legal restrictions
and state or commercially-sponsored ‘astroturf’
organizations.?

The overall context of democratic decline and its
signifcance for the information ecosystem is a clear
backdrop that frames the trends outlined below.

The assault on
journalism and the truth

As highlighted in UNESCO's 2022 World Trends Report,
violence against journalists is an ongoing challenge
that shows no signs of abating. Instead, escalating
attacks on journalists across multiple regions
have given rise to numerous ‘zones of silence’,3
particularly in confict areas. These assaults compro-
mise public access to reliable information. Journalists
continue to be killed because:

* Theirwork is inconvenient to those in power,

* They raise the voices of marginalized groups, and

* They expose corruption and abuse that is inimical
to human rights and sustainable development.

Public life is undermined by the ongoing attacks
on the press. Impunity is sky-high as 8.5 out of 10
cases in UNESCO's Observatory of Killed Journalists
remained unresolved.® This is not just a statistic; it
tells perpetrators that they will not have to face con-
sequences for the assaults that they commit, allowing
them to continue without repercussion.

State and non-state actors have denied established
facts and maintained narratives to paint journa-
lists as purveyors of false news and in some cases,
branded them as foreign agents. As jointly noted
by four international rapporteurs on freedom of
expression,®® the rhetoric incites online harassment
and even real-world violence against the press.*’

31 UN Human Rights OFce of the High Commissioner. 2024. Safeguarding the independence of judicial systems in the face of contemporary challenges to democracy. Report of
the Special Rapporteur on the independence of judges and lawyers (Doc. A/HRC/56/62.)
https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc5662-safeguarding-independence-judicial-systems-face-contemporary.

32 UN Human Rights OFce of the High Commissioner. 2022. Reinforcing media freedom and the safety of journalists in the digital age. Report of the Special Rapporteur on the
promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression (Doc. A/HRC/50/29). https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-reports/ahrc5029-reinforc
ing-media-freedom-and-safety-journalists-digital-age.

33 Sih, C. and Abruzzini, B. 2025. The Global Funding Squeeze on Civil Society: Challenges and Responses https://www.forus-international.org/en/news/the-global-fund
ing-squeeze-on-civil-society-challenges-and-responses;

Sisi¢, M. and Binisik, D. 2025. Beyond the Cuts: How the Defunding Afects Feminist and Civil Society Organizations. https://www.boell.de/en/2025/03/13/beyond-
cuts-how-defunding-afects-feminist-and-civil-society-organizations; Keenan, J. 2022. Secret Infuence: Astroturfing Sways Public Policy
https://www.proxypreview.org/2022/contributor-articles-blog/secret-infuence-astroturfing-sways-publi