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Journalistic profession
The profession of journalists is one of the most social and complex professions. By supporting public debates and holding decision-makers accountable, journalism contributes to the formation of public opinion, which in a democratic system is considered the voice of society in its diversity. Some authors even assume that public opinion is an independent power.
Journalists are the driving force of the media and are the most significant and creative part of media workers. These observations are even more valid in our time, when the digital environment provides enormous opportunities, but also generates social and technological challenges for the access and dissemination of information and ideas, especially for those who do it professionally.
In addition to the public importance that places serious demands on the profession, we must bear in mind that, according to UNESCO, the practice of journalism has the shortest lifespan. It requires 24-hour readiness to respond in unregulated conditions of work and rest. Almost constantly, mass communication offers stressful situations. The creative nature of journalism can be achieved with full attention and dedication, which could lead to burnout, collapse and withdrawal.
It is striking that in the study of the media system and its regulation today, more attention is paid to the institutional aspects, while the personal problems of journalists seem to remain in the background.
In 2023, the 14th edition of CEECOM (Central and Eastern European Communication and Media Conference) was held at Masaryk University in Brno, Czech Republic, with a focus on "Threats, Challenges and Opportunities in the Changing Media in CEE". One of the main topics was the mental health, refraction and protection of journalists. This was a completely new topic for the participants. In addition to journalistic culture as a factor related to public consciousness, focus should also be placed on journalists themselves, on their achievements and deficiencies - in modern democracies, it is precisely the qualities of journalists (not only professional, but also personal) that are fundamental to the strength or weakness of the changes. The question is not only about the knowledge and skills of journalists, but also about their understanding of the obligations they have, about the moral resilience and intellectual strength to fight for the truth. We should not approach journalists as an abstract mass, but as living creatures, as individuals with their mental and psychological characteristics. That is why tracing the traits that journalists exhibit in different historical periods and the approaches they adopt accordingly is one of the scientific trajectories that can reveal their motivation for one or another action, which in turn illustrates the degree of their impact on social processes. Studying the behavior of journalists in different situations and social stages can also lead to a certain position on the status of the journalistic profession, on its self-regulation and submission to certain ethical norms, on its understanding of self-organization and sense of belonging to professional associations and ultimately on the role of the media in a given society in general.
Problems of contemporary journalists
The problems of Bulgarian journalists transcend national borders and are similar to the obstacles to the profession, personal anxieties and disappointments that exist in other countries, as well, caused by the difficulties that social development is going through. In the European Journalism Observatory (EJO) selection for March 2026, Martin Honc's article "Why Journalism Is Becoming a Field for Those Who Can Afford It" is indicative of the situation (Martin Honc. Why Journalism Is Becoming a Field for Those Who Can Afford It at https://cz.ejo-online.eu/8015/top-prispevky/novinarska-profese-oborem-pro-ty-kteri-si-ji-mohou-dovolit,March 9, 2026).
I would like to quote:
“Does it even make sense?” That’s a question probably everyone who wants to make a living in the media asks themselves at the start of their career. The reality is often harsh. Becoming a professional journalist requires many years of uncertainty—low wages, freelance work, irregular pay, pressure, stress, and sometimes even concerns about mental health. If you lack sufficient social, cultural, and economic capital, you may soon burn out or leave the field. And that is precisely what makes journalism a profession accessible primarily to those who can afford it.”
The reasons.
1. Precarity
The rise of technology platforms and the new economy, the pressure to multitask and the media’s increasing reliance on online advertising are some of the reasons for the insecurity. Stable full-time positions are giving way to external collaborations, freelance work and short-term contracts. Precarity is thus becoming the norm, not the exception.
This reality is also confirmed by surveys. According to a 2024 study carried out by Jana Rick in Germany, 43% of journalists describe their working situation as insecure. At the same time, three out of five report that their conditions have worsened since the pandemic.
The poor financial situation of the media contributes to low pay and, at the same time, to an overload of work. Journalists often state that their income from the profession is insufficient and that they have to earn money outside the field.
A VoxEurop article on the situation of freelancers in Italy, Spain and France highlights the extremely low fees, often amounting to just a few tens of euros per report. A Portuguese study from this year also provides similar data. Journalists often work for amounts that barely cover basic living expenses.
2. Time and patience
Along with economic uncertainty, public pressure is also growing. It is no longer enough for journalists to simply know how to write; they must create content for social media, shoot videos, build a personal brand and be “visible” and recognizable. With all the seriousness of the tasks before them, journalists must produce quality and impactful journalism.
3. Strategic lawsuits against public participation or so-called “SLAPPS”.
Unfounded lawsuits, designed to silence critics through intimidation, high legal costs and exhaustion rather than to win on the merits, also have a negative impact on journalists’s life and their profession. On a personal level, the consequences for victims include severe financial pressure, psychological exhaustion, a “chilling effect” that leads to self-censorship.
The societal consequences are the undermining of freedom of speech, abuse of the judiciary, and a decline in trust in the law and especially in the administration of justice.
What follows from all this?
Radical changes in the media and in the journalistic profession are a fact, high demands are placed on journalistic work and there is a huge public expectation for timely and quality content. On the other hand, strategic cases to silence criticism, threats and even physical violence raise very serious questions concerning the protection of journalists. Failure to address one or the other could lead to leaving profession en masse, which would mean fewer voices in the public sphere. If this trend continues, it could also have a significant impact on the media. It would weaken the social and regional diversity in the media landscape, and the media would gradually lose their ability to fully and comprehensively reflect social reality.
Where should efforts be directed?
In the complex and dynamic world in which we live, more research is needed on journalists and especially on their qualities, personal perceptions, fears, difficulties and disappointments. “Slap cases” should be a special focus for lawyers, the public and for journalistic organizations, and legislative measures should be taken to limit them.
In a positive sense, quality journalism should be developed and encouraged.
Quality journalism is a category of content in the public interest. Essentially, content in the public interest is information, ideas and opinions that relate to issues of interest to society. Such content helps people make informed decisions, which in turn allows them to participate in public debates and in public affairs in general. These principles stem from the decisions of the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR).
Although the term is not explicitly defined in the European Media Freedom Act (EMFA), the Council of Europe Recommendation CM/Rec(2022)4 on promoting an enabling environment for quality journalism in the digital age ((Adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 17 March 2022 at the 1429th meeting of the Ministers' Deputies) stresses that “quality journalism, with its unwavering commitment to the pursuit of truth, fairness and accuracy, to independence, transparency and humanity, and a strong sense of public interest in promoting accountability in all sectors of society, remains as essential as ever to the health of democracies.”
The guidelines annexed to the Recommendation emphasize the need for (financial) support for public service media (paragraph 1.1.4), community and local media (paragraph 1.1.5), non-profit journalism (paragraph 1.2.2) and investigative journalism (paragraph 1.3.4), due to their specific importance for public interest journalism.
Another European act - the Declaration of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe on the financial sustainability of quality journalism in the digital age (Adopted by the Committee of Ministers on 13 February 2019 at the 1337th meeting of the Ministers’ Deputies) in order to highlight the key role and value of quality journalism for society which should be recognized as a public good puts at the centre such journalistic practices, whether carried out by professional journalists or by others, which seek to provide accurate and reliable information that is in line with the principles of “fairness, independence and transparency, public accountability and humanity.”.
The efforts of the state and civil society must therefore be directed towards creating adequate conditions – economic, political and regulatory – for the accumulation and development of quality journalistic content and for its reinforcement. At the same time, new personal characteristics, a new morality and strength must be developed alongside the new professional skills so that journalists can fully fulfil their public mission in a tense and contradictory time.

