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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the idea of a “responsible media environment” through the lens of
media organisations’ ownership characteristics. It highlights the significance of “transparency in
media ownership” and connects it to the concept of “media market accountability”. As a case
example, it looks at the three Baltic countries by assessing how the normative ideal of transpar-
ency of media ownership is exercised at the level of media organisations in Estonia, Latvia, and
Lithuania. Building on the methodological and theoretical framework of news media monitoring
(Trappel & Tomaz, 2022), which highlights the essence of ownership transparency as a valid
opportunity to assess the accountability of media organisations, the paper analyses how respon-
sible and open relationships with the audience are fostered in markets defined by specific tradi-
tions and structural features, such as their small size. The example of the Baltic countries shows
that the small size of the media market leads to a greater reliance on “informal” aspects in rela-
tionships regarding media ownership transparency. However, the same element of “informality”
contributes to the apparent deficiency and risk identified in the media accountability perspective,
which affects expressions of media ownership power, for example, via editorial interventions. As
explained, contextual historical factors determine the result, as the rapid transition from social-
ism to capitalism in these countries in the early 1990s prevented the development of a culture of
responsibility among media organisations. Even today, the lack of market accountability instru-
ments in the Baltic media market contributes to the risk that the agenda of media owners primar-
ily determines responsibilities, editorial independence, and media performance.

KEYwORDS
transparency of media ownership, media market accountability, media regulation
and self-regulation, Baltic countries, culture of responsibility
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RuMo A uMA COMUNICACAO SOCIAL RESPONSAVEL:
COMPREENDER AS CARACTERISTICAS DOS
PAisEs BAITICOS ATRAVES DA ANALISE DA

TRANSPARENCIA E DA RESPONSABILIZACAO

ReEsumo

Este artigo explora o conceito de um “ambiente medidtico responsdvel” através das carac-
teristicas de propriedade das organizacdes mediaticas. Destaca a importancia da “transparéncia
na propriedade dos média” e associa-a ao conceito de “responsabilizacdo do mercado media-
tico”. Como estudo de caso, analisa os trés paises balticos, avaliando como o ideal normativo
da transparéncia da propriedade dos média é aplicado nas organiza¢des medidticas da Esténia,
Letdnia e Litudnia. Com base no quadro metodolégico e tedrico da monitorizagdo dos média no-
ticiosos (Trappel & Tomaz, 2022), que sublinha a esséncia da transparéncia da propriedade como
uma oportunidade valida para avaliar a responsabilidade das organizagdes medidticas, o artigo
examina como sdo promovidas rela¢des responsdveis e abertas com o publico em mercados
marcados por tradi¢Bes e caracteristicas estruturais especificas, como a sua pequena dimens3o.
O exemplo dos pafses bélticos demonstra que a pequena dimensao do mercado medidtico resulta
numa maior dependéncia de aspetos “informais” nas rela¢Ges relativas a transparéncia da pro-
priedade dos média. Contudo, o mesmo elemento de “informalidade” contribui para a aparente
deficiéncia e risco identificados na perspetiva da responsabilizacdo dos média, que afeta as ex-
pressdes de poder da propriedade dos média, por exemplo, através de intervencdes editoriais. Tal
como explicado, os fatores histéricos contextuais determinam o resultado, uma vez que a rdpida
transicdo do socialismo para o capitalismo nestes paises, no inicio da década de 1990, impediu o
desenvolvimento de uma cultura de responsabiliza¢do nas organiza¢des medidticas. Ainda hoje, a
auséncia de mecanismos de responsabilizacdo do mercado mediatico do Baltico favorece o risco
de a agenda dos proprietarios determinar, prioritariamente, as responsabilidades, a independén-
cia editorial e o desempenho dos média.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE
transparéncia da propriedade dos média, responsabilizacdo do mercado medidtico,
regulamentacdo e autorregulagdo dos média, paises balticos, cultura da responsabilidade

1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

With the intensifying digital transformation and changing practices in media con-
tent production and consumption, there is a growing need to identify new frameworks
for responsible media governance.

Some inspiration for more informed policymaking toward a “responsible media
environment” may be taken from earlier research studies and analyses that looked into
media institutional makeovers as responses to the diffusion of neoliberal thinking and
profit orientation, which have occurred since the last decades of the 20th century. As
highlighted in those analyses, over the years, the increasing power of large media cor-
poration owners has significantly contributed to the growing capital concentration and
commercialisation in media productions (Jastramskis et al., 2017; Krataine & Tetarenko-
Supe, 2024). Likewise, with increasing platformization and fluctuations in traditional
media businesses resulting from digital turnover, a need arises to explore which players
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in the current media ecosystems serve as dominant media agents and how their power
restructurings occur in a changing digital ecosystem characterised by even greater takeo-
vers and more intense transformations.

Media owners are generally described as influential agents whose motivation, com-
petency, activities, and behaviour affect the risks and opportunities related to how media
organisations fulfil or restrict the functions of news media for democracy (Harro-Loit,
2024). The most recent scholarship in the area of media ownership developments in
some of the Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries’ media, including Hungarian,
Polish, Czech, and Slovak cases, characterises changes as “captures” that took place
during the first decades of the 21st century after these countries’ media faced growing
politically managed threats to their autonomy and independence (Mediadelcom, 2024;
Stétka & Mihelj, 2024). These examples raise the question of whether, and to what ex-
tent, the public even knows who has the power to influence the way newsrooms operate
and the content they publish and distribute. Put simply, the concept of “transparency of
media ownership” (TMO) has become a crucial factor that needs to be considered prior
to evaluating media production and its overall effectiveness.

This paper aims to expand on the concept of a “responsible media environment”
by examining how transparent and accountable relationships with the audience are cul-
tivated in markets characterised by particular structural aspects, including their limited
size. As known, existing laws do not guarantee that their implementation ensures good
media governance. Hence, it is necessary to focus on the assessment variables that ef-
fectively show the level of ownership transparency, allowing for a more comprehensive
assessment of risks related to the existing or potential misuse of media ownership power
(see, for example, results from the Euromedia Ownership Monitor [EurOMo]).

Our approach combines the perspective of media-owner transparency (regula-
tions) with an analysis of accountability features through self-regulation. As we propose,
this will enable us to evaluate whether the transparency of media owners’ self-regulation
simply mirrors current regulatory conditions or provides opportunities to go beyond
mere regulation and improve media accountability, namely seeking to establish closer
relations with the public.

Our research will examine the structural factors influencing responsible media de-
velopments, as illustrated by examples from Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. This investi-
gation will focus on (a) market size, (b) legal regulations concerning owners’ influence
on editors’ appointments (editorial line), and (c) structural factors and market peculiari-
ties that (d) impact the transparency and accountability of media owners.

2. FOcussSING ON SMALL MARKETS: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE BALTIC COUNTRIES

Before delving deeper into transparency and accountability matters, we emphasise
key traits defining media ownership changes in the Baltic countries.

Since the end of the Cold War in the 1990s, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania have
undergone historically similar political, economic, and social transformations and have
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been similarly exposed to technological diffusion. At the same time, despite apparent
similarities, some contextual differences are reflected in different dimensions of media
transparency and media owners’ accountability. One quick example could be the recent
acknowledgement of transparency in the Latvian and Estonian regulations for all busi-
ness owners, which dates back to 2021. In this regard, the sole exception in Latvia per-
tains to joint stock company owners, who currently do not need to furnish information
(Rozukalne & Ozolina, 2023); however, this is anticipated to change in 2024 (Latvijas
Véstnesis, 2023). In Lithuania, on the other hand, the annual requirement to report me-
dia business ownership changes has been established in the primary media law and has
been active for decades (Law on Provision of Information to the Public; |statymas Nr.
09610101STA0OI-1418, 1996).

As already known from prior analyses, several authors compiled a list of shortcom-
ings seeking to reveal the peculiarities of CEE media systems, which, to a certain extent,
also apply to the context of the Baltic countries. These include political influence on edito-
rial independence, oligarchisation, and political parallelism; insufficient funding for pub-
lic service media; and clientelism in relations with information sources (Bajomi-Lazar,
2015; Bal&ytiené, 2012, 2015; Ornebring, 2012). The list of features also includes an overtly
formalised perception of journalism ethics and accountability (Bucholtz, 2019; Dimants,
2018, 2022).

Since the early 1990s, there have been changes in media ownership in the Baltic
countries. The most notable changes are the two waves of privatisation: the early 1990s
and during the global economic crisis of 2009—2010. In all three countries, the early 1990s
brought an explosion in the development of media outlets. Nordic media giants, such as
Schibsted, Marieberg, Kinnevik, Orkla, and Bonnier, entered the Baltic media markets
during the 1990s but, for the most part, sold their shares back to domestic owners in the
first decade of the 21st century during the economic recession or later in 2014—2017.

Moreover, similar to all small markets’, the media in the Baltic countries confront
persistent risks linked to rising concentration (Jastramskis et al., 2017). Once more, the
region’s unique characteristics are apparent: due to the size and wealth of the countries,
the oligopolistic market structure seems inevitable in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.

In oligopolistic media environments, market size refers to the reach and potential
media audience influenced by the number of newsrooms or outlets offering journalis-
tic content. In the third decade of the 21st century, the Baltic market is dominated by a
few large media corporations of Estonian origin, Ekspress Grupp and Postimees Grupp,
which control most of the media market in Estonia and, to varying degrees, also the me-
dia in the other two countries, namely Latvia and Lithuania. In addition to these two com-
panies, All Media Baltic group, owned by the Lithuanian telecommunications company
Bité, is an influential player in Lithuania and the Latvian digital and audiovisual media
market, where the share of national media ownership is decreasing.

' In 2023, the total volume of the Estonian advertising market was €105,660,000, an increase of 7.5 % (Veskimigi, 2024). In
2023, the Latvian advertising market was €86,500,000 (Latvian Advertising Association, 2023), which saw a slight increase
due to high inflation, but it is still lower than in Estonia. In contrast, in Lithuania, it was €140,800,000 in 2023 (Kantar, n.d.).
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Another exceptional feature of the Baltic media companies is that the media pro-
duction functions of the largest commercial media companies are currently highly im-
plicated with non-media businesses in all three countries. For example, when Margus
Linnamde became the leading owner of Postimees Grupp in 2015, his main business
interests were related to pharmaceutical sales, medicine, and entertainment businesses.
In Latvia, national media owners had been active in trade ports’ businesses, real estate,
retail, entertainment, and so forth.

At the same time, accountability risks are less apparent in the Baltic states than
in other CEE countries. For example, in Latvia, the media environment experienced
the oligarchs’ takeover of Diena, the most significant media title in Latvia since 2008
(RoZukalne, 2013). These changes identify only one of many examples of the coexist-
ence of modern, professional, and instrumental journalistic cultures (Dimants, 2022) in
Latvia’s hybrid media system. Lithuania’s media landscape, the largest in population and
advertising market among the three countries, is varied and wide-ranging, with online
media regarded as traditional newsroom players. This situation is one of the reasons for
the low online media fractionalisation (polarisation), which implies that radical narra-
tives struggle to gain traction in the public arena (Horowitz & Bal&ytiené, 2023).

Another significant factor influencing the Baltic country’s media market and journal-
ism culture is the historical and current location-based links with neighbouring Russia.
This risk is caused by Russian Government-controlled media targeting the citizens of
the Baltic countries with propaganda content. Distributed by powerful intermediaries
(telecommunications companies), this content, for a long time, directly and indirectly af-
fects the media structure available to the audiences in the Baltic countries. The influence
of Russian state-run television channels was countered only after consistent public pres-
sures were applied to major telecommunications companies following Russia’s large-
scale invasion of Ukraine. Before that debate, telecommunications companies were not
seen as influential political media agents. It was also disclosed that some players depend
on Russia’s financial influence among media owners in the Baltic states, but these con-
nections lack transparency.

Considering these features, our paper focuses on small countries and their me-
dia systems, where the gaps between various hierarchical layers in society are minimal
(“everyone knows each other”), and the major media owners are generally familiar fig-
ures — which means that there is a high level of “proximity” among stakeholders which
increases “informality” (Bal¢ytiené & Malling, 2019). Due to these particular structural
conditions, a considerable enhancement in transparency and accountability regarding
how owners influence editorial work is essential. The “proximity” and “informality” fac-
tors highlight the unique aspects of national media culture stemming from the interac-
tions, pressures, and influences among different stakeholders in the media ecosystem
(Bal&ytiené & Malling, 2019; Bal&ytiené & Morring, 2019; Ornebring, 2012).
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Our study adds to the idea of transparency in media ownership and control analy-
ses by addressing the shortcomings of formal transparency, especially when considering
ultimate decision-making power (Tomaz, 2024).

In our view, alongside the criterion of “who” is transparent (investigating media
owners and actual beneficiaries), the possible implementation of transparency regarding
“what” and “how” (focusing on the influence of owners on editorial independence and
responsibility) is of greater importance. Acknowledging the complexity and contradiction
of the notion of the media owners’ transparency and control, in our research, we analyse
TMO by employing the actors’ and agents’ approaches (Archer, 2003). In our study, we de-
fine the characteristics of media markets and regulations to evaluate the influence of media
owners and editors-in-chief in enforcing “media market accountability” (MMA), which is
essentially their responsibility.

To understand and strive for responsible media, we must consider the regulations
and self-regulation regarding ownership transparency within the broader media market
size and structure framework. As shown in the following sections, we view the owners’
impact on selecting editors-in-chief as crucial in addressing the formalism of media owner-
ship transparency and understanding how media owners might influence editorial choices,
such as guaranteeing editorial independence. As such, MMA focuses on transforming ob-
served risks into opportunities via accountability instruments and tools.

3.1. TRANSPARENCY OF MEDIA OWNERSHIP

Essentially, media ownership research aligns with the political economy approach to
media’s role in society, addressing the expressions of power. In such a way, media power
analysis requires examining which ideologies are implicitly integrated into media systems
and how media organisations serve the dominant interests. In such a way, by revealing
the media’s control over dominant power relationships in society, it also examines the
influence of media owners on the potential for democracy (Pickard, 2015; Stetka, 2012).
Likewise, it also discusses how media owners’ control is manifested because media owner-
ship structures determine the production, distribution, and access to media (Potter, 2021).

Therefore, media ownership research should focus on studies that link media owner-
ship structures to media content and impact, as well as their governance (Pickard, 2015).
National context features play a significant role here, as the owners’ influence on media
content is determined by the historically formed political and economic culture of a given
region (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Stetka, 2012; Stétka & Mihelj, 2024; Voltmer et al., 2021)
and the legal environment that defines what kind of information about media ownership
should be accessible to the public.

With the ongoing impact of globalisation and digitalisation, emerging companies
from diverse sectors are joining the media market, viewing media production as merely
one aspect of their overall business activities. Consequently, national media outlets in nu-
merous countries are increasingly being integrated into various international corporations
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(Craufurd Smith et al., 2021). This shift leads to traditional media companies being sup-
planted at the ownership level by private equity firms, whose ownership structures remain
obscure and do not require disclosure (Euromedia Ownership Monitor, 2022). In CEE
countries, international and national oligarchs have been exerting a covert influence on
political and economic processes (Bal&ytiené et al., 2015; Stétka & Mihelj, 2024). As key
stakeholders, they impact areas of information welfare, such as media diversity and plural-
ism (Brogi, 2020; Centre for Media Pluralism and Freedom, 2024), and shape public trust
in the media.

In his analysis, Tales Tomaz (2024) identifies multiple reasons for the gradual shift
from pluralism to transparency in policy discussions:

while the early debates focused on ownership restriction, the 2000s saw a
new, more diversified wave of policy discussions on media pluralism. ( ...)
More recently, media ownership transparency gained prominence in this de-
bate. (...) The concept of transparency has played a growing role in normative
discussions on good governance, closely related to accountability. (p. 449)

It's worth considering why discussing transparency is essential when the aim is to
improve market accountability. Transparency encompasses the demand for information,
citizens’ ability to access it, and the actual production and distribution of that informa-
tion, as noted by Ball (2009). In discussing media ownership, “transparency” prompts a
vital question: is simply listing owners’ names in the public company register sufficient
to be seen as “responsible media”?

When examining the practical implementation of transparency, results from the
Media Pluralism Monitor (Centre for Media Pluralism and Freedom, 2024) show that
most examined countries require public authorities (usually official enterprise registries)
to provide information on owners and to achieve a minimum level of transparency. In
contrast, many European Union countries assessed by Media Pluralism Monitor do not
have TMO-related laws that require disclosure to regulators or the public (Centre for
Media Pluralism and Freedom, 2024; Craufurd Smith et al., 2021). Analysing the TMO
regulation in detail, the information available in different countries is divided into “soft
transparency” (identification of the persons responsible for the media organisation’s
activities) and “hard transparency” (the regulation includes sanctions for avoiding the
provision of information). Essential quality criteria for media ownership transparency are
the requirements to provide information on ultimate owners and regularly update infor-
mation related to owners. However, little focus is added on the effects of such require-
ments on media outcome and quality.

Media power and control and its impact on editorial independence are central to
our discussion about the Baltic countries. As already noted, an oligopolistic market situ-
ation is more or less inevitable in the three countries. In small markets, it is only possible
to have a few competing players in one market or media market segment, as competition
among many players would drive all players economically weak and would not guarantee
diversity of content. Thus, the key question becomes: how can we enhance media owners’
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accountability for their actions, particularly concerning editorial independence and jour-
nalists’ autonomy, and further conditions that guarantee high-quality news content?

In the context of this article, transparency means that relevant information is (ac-
tively) made available to the public so that it can be easily found and that decisions
concerning the editorial board’s work are explained and discussed in media. As known,
the media industry has long been safeguarded by “trade secrets”, and currently, the
General Data Protection Regulation further complicates the requirement for transpar-
ency. Therefore, the degree of openness or transparency is always under the pressure
of normative aspects (principles and values) in dominant public discourses and the at-
titudes and needs of different actors with different agencies.

Since “transparency” can be interpreted in various ways, this article defines it as the
explicit disclosure of the relationships among media organisation owners and editors-in-
chief. This definition also aids in evaluating “accountability” in the media market, which
will be addressed in the next section.

3.2. MEDIA MARKET ACCOUNTABILITY

Evaluating media accountability tools and mechanisms clarifies journalism’s qual-
ity and media organisations’ ability to foster long-term audience trust. As Kreutler et al.
(2024) emphasise, successfully implemented accountability practices can protect the
media’s editorial independence from political or economic interference.

According to the conceptualisation of Kreutler et al. (2024), the MMA framework
refers to media companies whose operations are determined by the audience’s media
use, as well as navigation through supply and demand processes in the media business.
Media owners and top managers are core determinants of market accountability. At this
level, the main instruments and tools are internal ombudsman initiatives created by the
media editorial office, letters from the editors to the audience, and platforms for regular
information about error corrections, which help build long-term relations with the audi-
ence and explain the essence of the editorial line.

Analysing media accountability practices is only complete if normative ideals are
considered. Kreutler et al. (2024) emphasise the importance of the political dimension
as it reveals aspects of non-statutory regulation and self-regulation models in different
media systems and political cultures. The creation of accountability instruments in the
tradition of Western democracy is developed to ensure the availability of information,
journalistic quality, and pluralism. However, in countries where democratic traditions are
not that long and stable, both within and outside the European Union, there are enough
examples when regulatory bodies such as media councils, professional organisations,
or ombudsman institutions are politically instrumentalised to limit media freedom and
even support censorship (Stétka & Mihelj, 2024).

We assume that the operational goals and values of media organisations can in-
fluence the quality of performance across other levels of accountability. This aspect is
crucial when anti-media discourse is growing at the political level, and the quality of
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journalism is determined by the audience’s attitude (Klimkiewicz, 2019). Media organi-
sations can adhere to accountability regulations, develop self-regulation tools, and em-
phasise the role of self-regulatory councils or undermine them by ignoring the activity of
media ethics councils or treating the principles defined in the regulatory framework as
mere declarations. In today’s media environment, we cannot assume that all news media
operate in a manner that can be defined as “social responsibility”. This is evidenced by
the well-known tendencies of media system oligarchy in CEE countries (Stétka & Mihelj,
2024) and the actual development of pseudo-media or pseudo-journalism (Gerli et al.,
2018), which affects public trust in professional media.

Our analysis will explore the market accountability of news media organisations by
evaluating how they utilise internal accountability tools.

4. THE ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY APPLIED TO THE BArTIC CONTEXT

This paper combines key features of the conceptual frameworks of two recent ini-
tiatives: Mediadelcom and EurOMo. Both initiatives emphasise the essential standards re-
quired for ethical media practices that promote the growth of a “responsible media market”.

The Mediadelcom project’s methodology involves assessing media risks and oppor-
tunities using the “agent-actor approach” (Archer, 2003). This approach examines the
media’s potential for fostering deliberative communication. Specifically, it investigates
the role of media owners as active corporate agents whose responsibilities lie in uphold-
ing laws, establishing professional standards, and ensuring accountability. It could be
said that the Mediadelcom project mixes the “processual” and “actor” approaches and
highlights the importance of recognising diachronic changes and critical moments in
the media market, such as ownership changes that directly affect media performance
and, thus, accountability (Perusko et al., 2024). It points out the need to monitor media
owners (as agents) whose motivations, values, roles, interactions, and competencies in-
fluence media performance. Meanwhile, the EuroOMo project methodology also centres
on the transparency of media owners, highlighting their impact and interventions across
various media markets. In this case, the transparency of media owners is assessed us-
ing six dimensions of media ownership and control, which include analysing ownership
structure, management, economic control (economic power), relationships, distribu-
tion, and public policy (Euromedia Ownership Monitor, 2022).

In our analysis, we specifically selected four analytical categories and respective
country data to expand the study of media accountability. We analysed secondary sourc-
es and retrieved findings from previous comparative research studies (Balcytiené et al.,
2024; Jastramskis et al., 2017; Kduts-Klemm et al., 2022), complementing them with
publicly available current data (Euromedia Ownership Monitor, 2023; Mediadelcom,
2022) related to the three countries included in this study.

The four chosen categories in our model address the complexities of media op-
erations at both systemic and organisational levels, allowing for an exploration of how
media owners and managers perform their agency roles. The media market size data for
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the first of the four categories is sourced from publicly available statistics to compare
small countries and support the assessment of the media market peculiarities, which
we define as the second category in our framework. The third chosen category is at the
heart of the EurOMo methodology and addresses the transparency of the selection pro-
cess for the chief editor of news media. The evaluation of market accountability formats,
discussed in Mediadelcom (Kreutler et al., 2024), is a fourth category that establishes
connections between mezzo- and macro-level indicators. This category explores market
accountability instruments, which may include media-internal ombudspersons, publicly
available organisational codes of conduct, active public discussions about media ethics,
as well as media-policy factors such as competition, concentration, and media ownership
transparency. Briefly, the EurOMo indicator, which focuses on transparency in selecting
media editors-in-chief, is crucial in evaluating the market accountability landscape in the
three countries. Simultaneously, the Mediadelcom approach, which analyses market ac-
countability formats, enables an examination of how news media organisations might
invest in fostering deliberative communication. Specifically, it draws attention to instru-
ments leading to accountability (Figure 1).

§ Actors’ focussed approach § Media owners as agents

S

S | Focus: market accountability instruments (e.g., 9 Focus: the influence of owners

'g internal ombudsman and codes of conduct of S | on editorial independence.

5 media companies, public discussions on media w

& | owners’ influence and accountability).

S
Sources of empirical analysis Sources of empirical analysis
Data: academic studies, public bodies’ Data: legal acts, databases of media ownership,
reports, self-regulatory documents, websites academic and popular publications, statistics
and news stories. and research reports, news stories.
Analytical categories Analytical categories
for the present research paper for the present research paper
Analysis: media market accountability, media Analysis: selection of chief editors,
market peculiarities. media market size.

Figure 1. An empirical analysis structure and data

By analysing the three Baltic countries, we highlight the specificities of media own-
ership and identify connections between transparency in media ownership and the own-
ers’ accountability. As revealed, in small countries, a crucial factor is the restricted me-
dia market, which is essential for preserving the identity of the nation-State. As noted in
the above sections, the owners of a small media market cannot be well hidden by com-
plex management layers. Still, as EurOMo’s monitoring shows, the critical issue is the
lack of “relationship transparency” between owners and content producers (Euromedia
Ownership Monitor, 2022). This aspect holds significant importance in the oligopolistic
media landscape due to the limited availability of outlets and journalism jobs. Thus, in
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small countries, the owner’s impact on the editor-in-chief and the editorial board is more
profound in shaping news output than in countries with numerous media organisations.

In our analysis, by selecting the four criteria, we emphasise the importance of de-
veloping standards for assessing how media ownership transparency can enhance media
organisations’ accountability to their audiences. We suggest that improving media ac-
countability and responsibility requires empowering professional agents with account-
ability tools. This includes promoting deliberative communication by increasing public
“access to information” and “clarifying and justifying’ editorial decisions” (see Figure 2).

Engagement
and feedback
from the audience

Responsible

Media market —p 9 Selection =——p Q Market performance
(l'.””a"?e:‘Sizev. ; of chief accountability and media

: neuisticvana ton) editors instruments transparency

(legal frameworks and potentialities
e Peculiarities guaranteeing for deliberation
: professionalism and dialogicality

of the national bractices)
context

(effects of the local
culture, traditions
and history)

Figure 2. The essential standards required for ethical media practices to promote the growth of the responsible media market

In summary, the MMA approach and its instruments are vitally significant, especially
in a small market. They facilitate public discussions on regulatory and self-regulatory tools
and the journalistic culture that shapes relationships with owners. This approach also
highlights the owners’ role in maintaining the quality and independence of news media.

4.1. LEcar CONTEXT

According to the legislator’s view, in the three countries, the media sector is not seen
as a distinct segment of business in relation to safeguarding public interests. In Latvia,
between 2000 and 2017, the TMO regulation was part of the overall regulation of entre-
preneurship (Latvijas Véstnesis, 2000). The Commercial Law provided that information
about its ownership must be disclosed to the registration authorities upon registering an
enterprise. The media business is regulated as in all other economic areas in line with
the dominant position statement, which is considered when the entity’s market share
is at least 40% (35% for audiovisual media). In Estonia, electronic registers provide ac-
cess to all media business ownership-related information; it is available to the public for
free since 2022. Among other data, information from the insolvency register is publicly
available, as well as annual reports, companies’ financial results, and annual reports of
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non-governmental organisations and foundations. According to the regulation, all entre-
preneurs must declare the names of the beneficial owners of the companies they have
established to the Commercial Register, and this data is also publicly available. In some
cases, registers’ information is not accurate, as the beneficial owner data is not regularly
monitored and updated by State institutions. There is a similar regulation in Latvia. Since
2021, free access to actual media owners’ data stored in the Enterprise Register has been
available to the public for free.

Since 2011, the Commercial Law provision has been included in the Law on the Press
and Other Mass Media in Latvia. In 2017, while improving the Law on the Prevention of
Money Laundering and Terrorism and Proliferation Financing, it was supplemented with
the obligation to determine the beneficial owner and a responsibility to report it to the
Enterprise Register of Latvia (Latvijas Véstnesis, 2008). However, a significant exception,
sometimes used by media owners as well, is that, according to the Latvian Commercial
Law, joint stock companies need not declare their owners. This has created a situation
where some media owners related to politically influential persons and/or oligarchs were
unknown for a long time.

In Estonia, the main risks to ownership transparency are related to the distribution
and ownership of some radio outlets. For example, AS Taevaraadio, the license holder of
Sky Media, employs one person and declares a comparatively low turnover (€27,000 in
2021). In fact, Sky Media, whose name is not listed in the Estonian Commercial Register
(the English version of the broadcasting organisation’s name), has been operating in the
radio business since 1995. In total, Taevaraadio manages six different radio stations, and
the transparency of their management is limited. According to the information available
on the skymedia.ee website, the company employs 24 people; eventually, some of the em-
ployees, such as programme hosts and those involved in advertising sales, are freelancers.
There is no publicly available information on who defines editorial objectives and no infor-
mation about the editors-in-chief’s selection processes.

Similarto Latvia and Estonia, Lithuania also has liberal media regulations. In Lithuania,
the media business is regulated in the same way as in all other sectors of the economy,
according to the assertion of a dominant position, which is considered if the company has
a market share of at least 40%. There are no specific laws in Lithuania that would limit
the concentration of ownership or market share of media organisations. As of 2023, a
new system, Virsis, started operating. It is an integrated system of public information
producers designed to provide data on information producers and providers registered
in the Republic of Lithuania. It includes data on their management, type of activities, re-
sponsible editors, licenses, and income received (from political advertising, funds, natu-
ral persons, etc.). As outlined in media policy, the purpose of established regulation is
to increase the publicity, transparency, and accountability of the activities of producers
and disseminators of public information, ensuring that the public and competent State
institutions can access and analyse data on media producers, disseminators, and their
activities as specified by law (Jstatymas Nr. 0961010I1STA00I-1418, 1996).
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4.2. TRANSPARENCY ACCORDING TO FOUR INDICATORS

Evaluating analytical factors related to opportunities and risks indicates that while
small countries share common characteristics, some uniqueness emerges as well. This
reflects the cultural attitudes concerning responsibility practices among media owners in
their media systems.

Although the media market of the three Baltic states? differs slightly from country to
country, market size does not determine media transparency, leading us to believe that
the development of TMOs is a matter of media culture. For example, in Latvia, the influ-
ence of oligarchs on the media structure has been more noticeable than in Estonia and
Lithuania. Also, the size of a country only sometimes correlates linearly with the size of its
media market. For instance, Estonia has a smaller audience, yet its media market is finan-
cially larger than, for example, the one in Latvia. Furthermore, leading media companies in
Estonia have transcended regional boundaries, extending their influence into other Baltic
countries: this is revealed by examples of Ekspress Grupp and Postimees Grupp.

The media are mainly nationally owned in the three countries examined, with only a
few exceptions (Bonnier, All Media Baltic). Another exceptionality is a high level of owner-
ship diversity and significant cross-sectoral and intersectoral concentration in business
activities (including media, printing/publishing, real estate, telecommunications, pharma-
ceuticals, and financial investments) where each owner engages financially. Also, the links
between media ownership and those who possess economic or political power could be
more obvious, leading to political or business influence risks. This finding reveals evident
shortages in the availability and public accessibility of information and data about media
owners and ownership types.

In all three countries, regulatory and self-regulation documents do not indicate a re-
quirement for transparency regarding ownership impact on the selections of chief editors
and their editorial independence. Furthermore, no examples of internal ombudspersons
exist in any commercial media. Also, news editors usually do not explain their editorial
decisions to the audience. These letters to explain editorial decisions to the audience are
used in times of crisis or even more often for the marketing purposes of media companies.

The analysis of the media market’s peculiarities shows that each country has some
TMO advantages. At the same time, some transparency limitations apply to specific
media segments (radio market in Estonia) or media business participants (joint stock
companies owners in Latvia). Inconsistencies in implementing transparency are also
observed (Lithuania).

Also, professional media practices must incorporate more MMA formats (instru-
ments and tools). MMA in Baltic countries is underdeveloped, except when journalists
themselves apply pressure. Latvia needs more market accountability tools and a robust
public dialogue regarding editorial independence. In Estonia, the public became aware of
the influence of media owners on journalists’ independence during the two media scandals

2 Estonia has a population of 1,300,000 and an ad market of €105,660.000 in 2023. Latvia has a population of 1,900,000
people and an ad market of €86,500,000 in 2023. Lithuania has a population of 2,800,000 people and an ad market of
€126,700,000 in 2022.
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— one involving the owner’s appointment of the editor-in-chief of the daily Postimees and
another concerning the “massive leave” of journalists. Both scandals also proved that the
Estonian journalists’ professional community is sensitive to editorial pressure and some-
what accountable to the public. In Lithuania, there have been reported instances where
private owners had opaque interests and connections, which became the focus of fact-
checking and investigations by journalists.

The analytical scheme, comprising four indicators, also highlights areas for improve-
ment in media policymaking. One of the evident features, which we define as “informal-
ity”, reveals a dismissive attitude toward respect for rules and boundaries, apparent in all
spheres, including elections of editors-in-chief or reporting on media ownership changes.
As the case in Lithuania shows, the requirement to report on media ownership changes
is listed in the law, and there are instruments to penalise those media groups/owners
who ignore such an obligation; still, the law does not specify the period within which or-
ganisations must provide updated information on changes in ownership (Bal¢ytiené &
Jastramskis, 2022). Hence, partial compliance from the media authorities fails to foster an
adequate accountability culture for media owners (and users).

In small countries, media owners typically gain recognition through informal trans-
parency. However, we observed that their influence over editorial choices and the openness
(transparency) surrounding the appointment of chief editors still need to be improved in
these contexts. Small media organisations whose founders are journalists and editors have
more significant power and influence, demonstrating responsible, independent journalism
and higher standards of transparency (Lithuania, Latvia). In Latvia, international media
proprietors provide greater transparency and accountability than national media owners.
Whereas in Lithuania, the business daily Verslo Zinios (Bonnier) was not as transparent
about its ownership as expected from an international owner that claims to follow high
editorial standards for accountability and transparency.

The examples suggest that the strongest chances to create a market accountability
mechanism are tied to a robust journalistic community. The Estonian case described above
shows that, even though the public lacks access to Postimees’ editorial policy, journalists’
firm beliefs in their autonomy and ongoing public discussions indicate potential ways to
keep this issue alive in public discourse.

5. DiscussioN AND CONCLUSION

As previously noted, the owners of news media outlets and their motivations, ac-
tivities, and impact on various institutions in the country are associated with multiple
risks to democracy.

Among those issues are a decrease in press autonomy and the politicisation of the
media; the concentration of information power in the hands of a few and hidden individ-
uals; the deterioration of journalists’ working conditions and the consequent decline in
the news quality; and the diminishing prospects for maintaining or establishing a culture
of accountability in the media market.
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The four main factors chosen as the basis for the analysis may vary in their decisive
importance regarding whether and to what extent the media can perform the function of
a deliberative communicator for democracy. However, which combination of the above
four factors defines the risks and opportunities associated with media owners in the Baltic
states? Is any of the above factors so vital that the risk could be turned into an opportunity
and vice versa?

The first factor is the small size of the media market in the Baltic states. As mentioned
earlier, the size (small market) is an “implicit factor”. In other words, it creates an oppor-
tunity for conditions of non-formal transparency. The oligopolistic media landscape allows
for a level of ownership transparency that larger markets cannot achieve: although specific
details may be lacking, the public may hold informal knowledge about media ownership.

The example of the Estonian newspaper Postimees, described above, illustrates that in
a small market, one owner’s attempt to “take over” the newspaper is noticeable, and jour-
nalists also have the leverage to influence the owner by leaving their positions. Attempts
to reduce autonomy generally surpass the news threshold, and the workforce cannot be
replaced quickly. On the other hand, when journalistic accountability and market account-
ability remain in tension for extended periods, experienced journalists may become disil-
lusioned and choose to transition to roles such as civil servants or positions in commu-
nications where the wages are higher, and the work can be less stressful. Therefore, the
dependence of market accountability on a substantial journalistic workforce alone may be
unsustainable in the long term. Thus, the advantages of the small market can become risks
— if the number of accountable professional journalists falls below a critical threshold.

As indicated by the second aspect of our analytical framework, editorial selection
transparency needs to be improved. This is a sign of a nonexistent culture of openness. It
explains why there is a “soft transparency” regulation of MMA in Latvia and Estonia (no
consequences are defined if media owners’ transparency is not ensured). Formally, MMA
regulation in Lithuania demonstrates a “hard transparency” approach, but its implemen-
tation is not full-fledged. Hence, the appointment of editors requires more transparency
because it is not governed by law or self-regulatory codes. Furthermore, there are no self-
regulatory mechanisms to shield journalists from the influence of owners. The rapid transi-
tion from socialism to capitalism in the 1990s did not allow time to develop a culture that
would support holding business organisations accountable through regulations (such as
macro accounting instruments or specific laws).

The absence of market accountability tools in the Baltic states increases risks in the
current market. The autonomy of editors and journalists and the necessary working condi-
tions for producing high-quality content can vary significantly; in some cases, such as in
Lithuania, this responsibility may be substantial, while in others, it may be nonexistent.
In this sense, Latvia’s situation is unstable and vulnerable, as the possible influence of
oligarchs can be observed. This indicates the hybrid nature of the media system, where
instrumental and post-Soviet journalistic culture coexist with the professional culture
(Dimants, 2018). In 2022, Anastasiya Udalova, the spouse of Estonian businessman Olegs
Osinovskis, one of the wealthiest people in Estonia, became the owner of the daily digital
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newspaper nra.lv. Latvian television’s analytical program “De Facto” reported that the
new owner tried to influence the editorial decisions of nra.lv. Udalova was also offered the
chance to buy the debts of the media outlet Dienas Mediji, owner of the daily newspaper
Diena (Leitans, 2023), and according to Re:Baltica journalistic investigation, she is involved
in the creation of a media network (Dragileva, 2024).

The third risk factor focuses on the awareness of lawmakers (Parliament) and vot-
ers regarding the potential influence media owners may exert on news flow. This suggests
that the development of MMA depends on media policymakers, who have prioritised the
implementation of formal indicators of media ownership transparency and accountability
within the European Union policy framework.

The fourth risk affecting the development of MMA pertains to the economic factors
within the media of small countries. If transparency standards in the media market are set
by a few influential media companies that operate in the context of liberal regulation, there
are fewer opportunities for external factors related to market conditions to alter this situa-
tion. Therefore, MMA depends on the development of regulation and self-regulation in the
direction of much deeper media transparency, revealing not only the structure of owner-
ship but also its influence on content and essential editorial decisions.

To conclude, liberal media regulation has not contributed to developing a responsi-
ble media environment and media culture in the Baltic countries. The critical question is
whether the priority in media regulation lies with the business interests of media owners or
with the needs of the public and audiences.

As the geopolitical situation and market factors create a risk that the role of profes-
sional journalists and editorial agents may diminish, the only solution is to develop a cul-
ture of transparency. In order to implement MMA in small media markets, specific regula-
tions should be established requiring media owners to disclose the appointment of the
editor-in-chief and provide guarantees for the chief editor’s autonomy, which reflects their
accountability in serving the public interest. Ideally, we believe that the regulation should
mandate the media owners to ensure not only transparency in the selection process of the
chief editor but also to provide an opportunity for journalists to participate in the appoint-
ment process, such as through involvement in the voting procedure for the chief editor.

Finally, a few additional remarks can be made in conclusion about the positioning
of the Baltic states in comparison to other countries in the CEE region. As small markets,
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania are less affected by oligarchisation than the four countries of
the Visegrad Group. However, this form of “protection” does not automatically provide for-
mal and self-regulatory instruments. Instead, transparency is determined not only by struc-
tural features — such as market size and audience numbers — but also by the emerging
social conditions for interaction between different agents, namely the values of individuals.
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