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Abstract

Research on journalists’ safety reveals two intertwined dimensions: physical risks in con-
flict zones and less tangible risks to performance in comparatively safe environments. In Latvia, 
as elsewhere in Europe, journalists face online humiliation, harassment, hate speech, and attacks 
on their professional credibility. This raises two central questions: how do journalists perceive 
safety risks, and are media institutions equipped to provide adequate support? This paper exam-
ines the perceptions of Latvian media professionals regarding work-related safety issues and the 
mechanisms available to mitigate stress and risks. A mixed-methods design was applied, com-
bining literature analysis, a two-round Delphi expert survey (25 and 23 participants from national 
and regional media, non-governmental organisations, and journalism-related organisations), 
eight semi-structured interviews with solicitors and media law specialists, case studies of court 
decisions, and three focus group discussions (with legal experts, media managers, and investi-
gative journalists). The results highlight a complex threat environment in which multiple risks 
coexist, while support structures remain limited. Women, regional reporters, Russian-language 
journalists, and freelancers emerge as the most vulnerable groups, revealing safety risks shaped 
by both group invisibility — where their professional identities are insufficiently recognised — and 
concerns of invisibility — where persistent threats are normalised or dismissed. While institutional 
shortcomings are partly due to resource constraints and insufficient legal or psychological exper-
tise, reluctance and reactive practices further weaken organisational responses. A lack of effective 
action from law enforcement and courts, combined with the rise of strategic lawsuits against 
public participation, reinforces a “culture of impunity”. A paradox emerges: online humiliation 
and harassment are omnipresent and thus routinised, making them effectively invisible despite 
their persistence. By contrast, cyberattacks and strategic lawsuits against public participation 
cases are highly visible, as they directly affect media companies’ legal and financial interests. 
This asymmetry of visibility exacerbates the erosion of journalists’ professional integrity and their 
societal role.
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Entre a Inércia Institucional e a Vulnerabilidade 
Sistémica: Compreender as Ameaças 

Invisíveis à Segurança dos Jornalistas

Resumo

A investigação sobre a segurança dos jornalistas evidencia duas dimensões interligadas: 
os riscos físicos em zonas de conflito e os riscos menos tangíveis que afetam o desempenho em 
contextos considerados relativamente seguros. Na Letónia, como noutros países europeus, os 
jornalistas são alvo de humilhações online, assédio, discurso de ódio e ataques à sua credibilida-
de profissional. Perante este cenário, colocam-se duas questões centrais: quais são as perceções 
dos jornalistas relativamente aos riscos para a sua segurança? Estarão as instituições de média 
preparadas para prestar o apoio adequado? Este artigo analisa as perceções dos profissionais dos 
média letões relativamente a problemas de segurança associados ao trabalho e aos mecanismos 
disponíveis para mitigar o stress e os riscos. Foi seguida uma metodologia mista que integrou 
análise da literatura, um painel de Delphi em duas rondas a especialistas (25 e 23 participantes 
de média nacionais e regionais, organizações não governamentais e entidades ligadas ao jorna-
lismo), oito entrevistas semiestruturadas com advogados e especialistas em direito dos média, 
estudos de caso de decisões judiciais e três grupos focais (com especialistas jurídicos, gesto-
res de média e jornalistas de investigação). Os resultados revelam um ambiente de ameaças 
complexo, onde coexistem múltiplos riscos, mas as estruturas de apoio permanecem limitadas. 
Mulheres, repórteres regionais, jornalistas de língua russa e freelancers surgem como os grupos 
mais vulneráveis, enfrentando riscos de segurança influenciados tanto pela invisibilidade de grupo 
— quando as suas identidades profissionais não são devidamente reconhecidas — como pela 
preocupação com a invisibilidade — quando ameaças persistentes são normalizadas ou desvalori-
zadas. Embora algumas insuficiências institucionais resultem de restrições de recursos e da falta 
de competências jurídicas ou psicológicas, a relutância em agir e as práticas reativas fragilizam 
ainda mais as respostas organizacionais. A ausência de ação eficaz por parte das autoridades 
policiais e dos tribunais, a par do aumento das ações judiciais estratégicas contra a participação 
pública, reforça uma “cultura de impunidade”. Deste modo, emerge um paradoxo: a humilhação 
e o assédio online são omnipresentes e, por isso, normalizados, tornando-se efetivamente invi-
síveis apesar da sua persistência. Em contrapartida, os ciberataques e os processos estratégicos 
contra a participação pública são altamente visíveis, uma vez que afetam diretamente os interes-
ses jurídicos e financeiros das empresas de média. Esta assimetria de visibilidade agrava a erosão 
da integridade profissional dos jornalistas e do seu papel social.

Palavras-chave
segurança no jornalismo, assédio online, ações judiciais estratégicas 

contra a participação pública, teoria institucional, Letónia

1. Introduction

As security threats escalate, journalism is becoming increasingly uncertain and 
complex. Journalists’ activities are more visible and accessible with modern communi-
cation, making them easier targets for various forms of attack (Miller & Lewis, 2022). 
Assaults and threats against journalists are shifting from areas affected by military con-
flicts to peaceful and prosperous countries (Baroni et al., 2022). The primary source of 
security threats is the online environment, both public and private, which regularly ex-
poses journalists to harassment and violations of their professional identity and personal 
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integrity. Security threats affect the work of media professionals and influence the overall 
development of democracy in many societies.

The security situation for journalists in Latvia reflects broader European trends. 
According to the Worlds of Journalism Study, while killings or imprisonment are rare, about 
one-third of Latvian journalists have faced name-calling or public discrediting (Lauerer et 
al., 2025). Worlds of Journalism Study data show that 78% experienced humiliating or hate 
speech, 72% had their work publicly discredited, 14% faced harassment, 48% reported 
attacks on their professional integrity, 23% had their data misused, and 24% faced legal 
actions. Around 26% admit to self-censorship to avoid attacks, while 63% receive organi-
sational support, yet 64% fear impunity for perpetrators.

Journalists enjoy high autonomy but report political and commercial pressures on 
editorial independence (Rožukalne & Skulte, 2024). Most are well-educated (81%) but 
poorly paid, with 52% earning below the national average. The workforce is predomi-
nantly female (66%).

The current security conditions for Latvian journalists are influenced by the securiti-
sation of socio-political discourse and ongoing politicised attacks on professional jour-
nalists that create self-censorship, particularly following Russia’s full-scale invasion of 
Ukraine (Rožukalne et al., 2024), along with the geopolitical tensions that have arisen in 
response to the ongoing war in Ukraine. Latvia’s geographical location and linguistically 
divided media audience (35% of the population is Rusophone; Juzefovičs & Vihalemm, 
2020), along with the female composition of the journalistic workforce, present unique 
factors for expanding research on journalistic safety.

Based on the conceptual model of journalistic safety (Slavtcheva-Petkova et al., 
2023) and institutional theory, this study aims to examine how Latvian media editors, 
journalists, and media managers perceive invisible challenges related to journalistic 
safety and what coping mechanisms media institutions and professional organisations 
develop to address security risk-related stress. Since visibility and invisibility in the so-
cial environment characterise the representation and intersections of power (Mohabeer, 
2021), this perspective provides a valuable lens for explaining how journalists’ safety 
risks are perceived as visible or invisible (Räber, 2023) by different stakeholders, includ-
ing journalists, editors, media managers, non-governmental organisations and repre-
sentatives of law enforcement institutions.

The following research questions (RQ) guide the study: 
•	 RQ1: what are the foremost journalists’ safety-related objective risks (objective manifestations of 

risks) and perceived risks (subjective awareness of risks; Slavtcheva-Petkova et al., 2023) that re-
main invisible to actors and stakeholders involved in ensuring the safety of journalists in Latvia? 

•	 RQ2: to mitigate journalists’ security risks, what key problem-based responses are employed 
at the institutional (mezzo) level (media outlets, professional organisations, law enforcement 
institutions)?
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2. Conceptual Framework 

This study draws on the journalism safety model (Slavtcheva-Petkova et al., 2023) 
and institutional theory (Glynn & D’Aunno, 2023; Lowrey & Woo, 2010) to interpret data. 
Institutional theory, which views media as political and cultural institutions, enables 
the analysis of organisational and power influences on media behaviour and content 
(Napoli, 2014).

Journalistic safety is defined as “the extent to which journalists can perform work-
related tasks without jeopardising their physical, psychological, digital, and financial 
integrity and well-being” (Slavtcheva-Petkova et al., 2023, p. 1214). Threats are distin-
guished between objective risks and perceived risks, and our study considers both, ex-
amining attacks, harassment, court cases, and institutional decisions to assess their 
impact on journalists’ ability to fulfil democratic functions.

We adapt the model to include physical, psychological, and legal risks, excluding 
individual financial risks, though organisational-level financial pressures from costly law-
suits are acknowledged. This approach captures risks at both the individual level — pro-
tecting journalists’ professional activities — and the institutional level — safeguarding 
the sustainability of media organisations. Institutional theory informs our analysis of 
risk perceptions and prevention mechanisms, highlighting how organisational culture 
and decisions shape understanding of safety risks and the measures implemented to 
mitigate them.

3. Literature Review

Since journalism as a profession has become increasingly dangerous (Krøvel et 
al., 2023; Orgeret & Tayeebwa, 2020), it has been studied not only in relation to crises 
and wars (Høiby & Ottosen, 2019; Hoxha et al., 2024) but also as a systemic threat in 
relatively peaceful societies. The development of internet platforms has provided many 
new opportunities for journalists but has also created a public environment where they 
are attacked, harassed, and humiliated (Holton et al., 2021; Lewis et al., 2020; Waisbord, 
2024), particularly affecting women journalists (Chen et al., 2020; Posetti et al., 2021). 
Digital attacks on journalists are becoming an increasingly complex problem, driven 
by the actions of malicious actors who employ technologically sophisticated methods 
(Waisbord, 2022). Through politically motivated strategic and structural violence, these 
actors can challenge the foundational values of professional, ethics-based journalism 
(Mesquita & de-Lima-Santos, 2023), ultimately undermining its credibility and authority 
in the eyes of the public (Carlson, 2017). We argue that one of the most insidious threats 
to democracy and freedom of expression is the self-censorship practised by journalists 
and their sources, often triggered by perceived risks (Grøndahl Larsen et al., 2020). This 
study contributes to the broader discussion by examining how journalism interacts with 
other actors in the public communication environment — actors whose activities not 
only question journalism’s societal role but also pose a threat to the very boundaries of 
the profession and to the legitimacy of journalistic authority (Villagrán Sánchez & López 
Pan, 2024) as debated in meta journalism discourse.
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3.1. Threats to the Safety of Journalists

The World Press Freedom Index 2024 analysis (Reporters Without Borders, 2024) 
concluded that the independence and safety of journalists are most threatened by those 
who are supposed to protect them. When discussing the actors involved in journalistic se-
curity risks, high-level politicians and political communicators are frequently mentioned 
in studies. The communication campaigns of populist politicians and parties (Panievsky, 
2022) employ various methods to target individual journalists and the media as a demo-
cratic institution. Journalists increasingly face attacks and threats from far-right politi-
cians, but the situation varies from country to country (Baroni et al., 2022). Attacks target 
journalists investigating corruption, human rights, environmental crimes, drugs, political 
wrongdoing, other forms of organised crime, or engaging in investigative journalism. 
Since 2013, due to the rise of online communication, these attacks (verbal aggression, 
cyberattacks, physical assaults, and stalking) have become more visible and coordinated 
(Ferrier, 2018). A study which analysed data from 125 countries confirmed that journalists 
underestimate attacks in the digital environment and that these assaults become more 
dangerous when they transition to offline settings (Trappel & Tomaz, 2021).

Harassment and threats correlate with gender (47%), age (30%), ethnicity (6%), 
or sexual orientation (3%; Baroni et al., 2022), highlighting female journalists and media 
professionals who represent ethnic and sexual minorities as more vulnerable groups. 
Women in Belgium are significantly more likely to experience gender-related attacks (67% 
of women compared to 4% of men). In Denmark, journalists of both genders are increas-
ingly facing assaults, though some violations go unrecorded. In Sweden, where the public 
broadcaster SVT has a cybersecurity team, journalists reportedly experience attacks an 
average of 35 times daily. In some instances, editorial offices have been evacuated after 
receiving threats.

Journalism students also acknowledged in the study that they had heard about 
the attacks but did not realise how frequent and hostile they were (Ivask, 2024). In the 
United States, disdain for the media is expressed through phrases like “fake news” or 
“lamestream media”, while in Germany, the term Lügenpresse (or “lying press”), known 
since the era of the Third Reich, has been used to demean journalists. This term has 
resurfaced in public discussions, particularly as German media began reporting on the 
Russia-Ukraine conflict and the annexation of Crimea in 2014 (Koliska & Assmann, 2021).

3.2. Targeting Women Journalists

While all journalists face attacks both online and offline, women endure threats, 
discrimination, and harassment to a far greater degree (Chen et al., 2020). Nearly half 
(48%) of female journalists surveyed have experienced violence, and 44% have faced on-
line harassment. They frequently encounter sexist comments that criticise, marginalise, 
stereotype, objectify, and threaten them based on gender or sexuality. Deepfakes and por-
nographic content are also weaponised against them. Assaults include threats of physi-
cal and sexual violence, sometimes extending to loved ones. Some women have faced 
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physical attacks following online threats (Posetti et al., 2021). In Ferrier’s study (2018), 
two-thirds of female journalists reported online threats or attacks, with 40% ceasing to 
publish on specific topics as a result. Women often endure sexual harassment, which 
provokes anger but also fear, leading to feelings of shame and continued harassment 
(Miller, 2023).

The attacks experienced often become an individual issue for journalists, as only 
25% of respondents have reported cases of online violence to their employers. One in 
10 respondents has not received any response to their requests for assistance from their 
employer. Indecency, rudeness, and verbal aggression directed toward an individual rep-
resent a distinct form of sexualised and misogynistic hate speech, according to Maria 
Edström (2016). These attacks leave deep scars: mental health declines and self-censor-
ship rise. Stress and decreased work quality create a hostile environment in newsrooms 
(Chen et al., 2020; Miller & Lewis, 2022). 

3.3. Regulation of Safety of Journalists and Legal Risks

In 2021, the European Commission (2021b) developed one of the most compre-
hensive documents concerning the protection and safety of journalists and media pro-
fessionals in the European Union. The document outlines key principles that should 
be implemented in the practices of member states: impartial, independent, and timely 
investigations and prosecutions of all attacks on journalists; protection for investigative 
journalists and those working on sensitive topics who have reported threats; and ex-
ceptional support for female journalists, members of minorities, and their family mem-
bers. Another essential document is the European Commission’s directive to safeguard 
journalists and rights defenders against strategic lawsuits against public participation 
(SLAPP; European Commission, 2021a), which aims to protect journalists and human 
rights defenders from strategic legal actions. SLAPP activities can create a so-called 
“chilling effect”; they are designed to limit the work of critical media outlets and drain 
their resources by forcing them into costly lawsuits (Liepa, 2023). The nature and extent 
of the impact of SLAPPs on journalism have not yet been sufficiently studied (Kerševan & 
Poler, 2023), while the “chilling effect” may relate to entirely different processes that are 
challenging to detect and measure. The deterrent effect is more commonly associated 
with criminal cases, which can lead to self-censorship, particularly in publications related 
to sensitive topics. A study evaluating the situation in Slovenia indicated that SLAPPs af-
fect the entire media industry and the content available to the public (Kerševan & Poler, 
2023). SLAPP activities demonstrate how legal tools intended to safeguard freedom of 
expression and regulate public actions can be used against journalists.

Media companies are relatively passive in implementing protection mechanisms. 
Collaboration with social media platforms to combat attackers and safeguard journalists 
is ineffective. However, governments must enhance the awareness of safety issues and 
relevant legal norms and provisions among police and prosecutors (Trionfi & Luque, 
2019; Waisbord, 2022).
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3.4. Responses to Journalists’ Security Risks

Attacks on journalists can be prevented on at least two levels: supporting them 
in media editorial offices and highlighting the issue within media policy. The European 
Commission’s (2020) European Democracy Action Plan includes recommendations for 
improving safety. 

Journalists typically rely on the protection and support of their employers, but experi-
ences vary widely, highlighting perceived areas of visibility and invisibility (Alloa, 2023) in 
terms of journalists’ safety risks. In some countries, journalists have received guidelines 
for action, along with legal and psychological support (Baroni et al., 2022). Support net-
works should involve participants from media companies, governments, and non-govern-
mental organisations (Kantola & Harju, 2023; Waisbord, 2022). 

In the United Kingdom, media organisations have established anti-harassment 
measures, including privacy protections, blocking policies, and threat reporting mecha-
nisms. In Sweden, all attacks on journalists are reported to the police by editorial offices 
and security consultants are engaged. In Belgium, journalists are required to undergo 
mandatory training in responding to threats and harassment. However, many media or-
ganisations only provide support after journalists have experienced harassment and at-
tacks, while freelancers often lack institutional assistance (Baroni et al., 2022). Online 
and offline attacks increase stress and impact the quality of work (Miller & Lewis, 2022), 
leading to a negative assessment of working conditions. 

4. Methodology: Methods, Their Interrelations, Data Sets 

This research (conducted from September to December 2024) utilised a thorough 
mixed-methods strategy to explore the safety concerns of journalists in Latvia. The re-
search design integrated literature analysis, a two-round Delphi expert survey, case study 
analysis of court decisions (Appendix A), semi-structured interviews (Appendix B, Table 
B1), and focus group discussions (FGD; Appendix B, Table B2, Table B3 and Table B4). 
This methodological triangulation enabled us to capture both breadth and depth in under-
standing the multifaceted challenges to journalist safety in contemporary Latvian media.

The initial phase involved analysing literature, secondary data, and recommenda-
tions from international institutions (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization, European Parliament, Organisation for Security and Co-operation in 
Europe) to identify key journalist safety issues. The findings from this analysis informed 
the development of subsequent research instruments.

The core of our empirical research utilised the Delphi method, a structured and in-
tensive expert group inquiry technique designed to achieve a collective understanding of 
complex issues. As Linstone and Turoff (1975) note, the Delphi method is particularly suit-
able for investigating “complex and multidimensional questions” where expert opinions 
may significantly differ. This method typically involves “repeated surveys” in which experts 
provide assessments and comments, with participants allowed to review views “based on 
group feedback” after each round (Dalkey & Helmer, 1963). During the survey, experts did 
not engage directly with one another; instead, they operated solely with aggregated data 



Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. 48, 2025

8

Between Institutional Inertia and Systemic Vulnerability... . Anda Rožukalne,  Alnis Stakle & Ilva Skulte 

from previous rounds. This approach fosters a clearer understanding of the topic and 
facilitates consensus on key issues.

The survey featured closed-response options for evaluating threats, complemented 
by open-comment sections for more detailed opinions and analyses. The first round of 
the Delphi survey included 25 respondents from national and regional Latvian media out-
lets (10 from regional media) and journalism-related organisations. The second round 
included 23 respondents with similar representation. As required by the Delphi method, 
the same experts participated in both rounds; however, in two cases, no responses were 
received in the second round.

The survey consisted of five categories, each containing multiple statements that re-
spondents evaluated based on their professional experience and knowledge. Responses 
were analysed using quantitative measures for closed-ended questions and thematic 
analysis for open-ended comments. Conclusions from the first phase informed the de-
sign of the second phase, which consisted of three categories. Data from the Delphi 
survey served as the foundation for semi-structured interviews (Grisham, 2009; Okoli & 
Pawlowski, 2004) with eight experts, including solicitors and legal specialists in media 
regulation. The interviews underwent thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), with 
themes and sub-themes identified through coding. They explored solutions for imple-
menting European Union recommendations in Latvia as well as possible regulatory 
modifications, with several focusing on SLAPP.

Using the case study method (Priya, 2021), we developed a framework to analyse five 
court decisions and related media discussions, identifying SLAPP characteristics. These 
findings guided the creation of interview and FGD questions and proposals for regula-
tory changes. Data from both Delphi phases, interviews, and European Commission rec-
ommendations were used to generate FGD scenarios. A total of 12 participants from di-
verse sectors, including lawyers, media managers, and investigative journalists, formed 
three focus groups. Discussions examined experiences of SLAPP and offered proposals 
to strengthen journalist safety and regulation.

4.1. Data Integration and Analysis

Following data collection, we performed a comprehensive analysis of all method-
ological elements. This approach encompassed cross-method triangulation, iterative 
coding (involving the creation and refinement of coding frameworks through multiple re-
views of qualitative data), stakeholder validation (presenting initial findings to key stake-
holders to verify their accuracy and relevance), and contextual interpretation (situating 
the findings within the broader Latvian and European legal and media contexts).

5. Journalist Safety Situation in Latvia — Professional Self-Assessment

This subsection outlines the findings from the first and second rounds of the Delphi 
survey, which are contextually related to interviews conducted with three FGDs.
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5.1. Types of Safety Problems: Attacks, Defamation, Harassment, and Threats to 
Journalists

The most significant categories highlighted by Latvian media professionals as prob-
lematic are public discrediting of journalistic work, threats made online and in person 
(often in private and work emails and various messaging applications), and offensive and 
hate speech directed against journalists’ professional activities. Anonymous threats, the 
use of journalists’ private data, and targeted disinformation attacks have become daily 
problems for many journalists. These types of threats negatively impact not only their 
professional condition but also their private lives, creating constant feelings of fear, pres-
sure, and vulnerability.

Online attacks on journalists in Latvia typically follow two main patterns. First, 
populist political figures often portray professional media and journalists as sources of 
societal problems. Independent journalists seeking balanced reporting are targeted with 
defamation, online harassment, and threats, sometimes framed as undermining national 
security, particularly in the context of Russia’s war in Ukraine. Efforts to discuss geopoliti-
cal issues are occasionally misrepresented as support for the aggressor.

Second, journalists covering sensitive topics — such as ethnic relations, contested 
historical narratives, Russian propaganda, State language policy, human rights, minority 
protections, migration, and domestic violence — face personal attacks aimed at humili-
ating or discrediting them. These attacks generally involve violations of personal integ-
rity and attempts to humiliate or discredit the journalist publicly: “to harm journalists, 
the media they represent, social networking sites, accounts, even publications are cre-
ated. The police do not know how to act when they receive all kinds of complaints about 
the “damages caused” by journalists” (Delphi survey, Respondent 1, October 16, 2024). 
High-ranking politicians and officials frequently initiate delegitimising actions through 
public criticism or legal complaints (Rožukalne et al., 2024), while attacks from emotion-
ally reactive members of the public are generally easier for journalists to manage.

Investigative journalists are disproportionately affected, as they often explore po-
litically sensitive and complex topics in depth. These include investigations into political 
corruption, the accountability of public officials, and systemic challenges in social policy, 
such as healthcare access, the quality of education for minority groups, and the funding 
and dissemination of disinformation.

There are specific groups of journalists who are more vulnerable. Regional journal-
ists are particularly susceptible to local pressure. They face limited legal resources and 
insufficient institutional support, which are worsened by funding limitations for essential 
protection measures.

Female journalists are disproportionately targeted by online harassment, which in-
cludes sexualised threats and gender-based intimidation aimed at discrediting them. The 
often-anonymous character of these attacks makes accountability challenging, severely af-
fecting both their mental health and professional performance. The same is true for other 
minorities (sexual, ethnic, etc.). Political discrimination of journalism creates additional 
threat vectors, while Russian-language media professionals face intensified risks amid 
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current geopolitical tensions and securitisation of public discourse, including heightened 
exposure to hate speech on digital platforms. Also, freelancing journalists as a group are 
less protected, since they are not clearly included in systemic protection models.

5.2. Individual versus Organisational Aspects

Media organisations play a vital role in protecting journalists from increasing physi-
cal and digital threats. While newsrooms typically offer support after incidents, such 
assistance often falls short against adversaries with more resources, revealing gaps in 
editorial strategies and legal safeguards. Organisational involvement is particularly sig-
nificant when publications initiate legal action. Most media outlets have established 
protection frameworks, and legal representation is usually available; however, authori-
ties often choose not to investigate complaints of defamation, threats, or harassment. 
Effective protection frameworks should include financial, legal, and psychological sup-
port, especially after physical violence, conflict reporting, or ongoing threats, requiring 
organised editorial protocols to ensure both safety and recovery.

Expert analysis indicates that journalists’ personal traits and organisational capa-
bilities are crucial for safety. Colleagues frequently provide primary support, yet journal-
ists often hesitate to ask for help, fearing it may worsen the situation. This can lead to 
avoidance, silence, or a reduced digital footprint, frequently associated with professional 
burnout and a decreased motivation to seek legal remedies. While professional organisa-
tions raise awareness of systemic threats, they cannot provide direct protection, leaving 
journalists to seek help mainly when threats also impact their family members.

Journalists who participated in the study acknowledged that prolonged harassment 
had led them to avoid topics that could provoke further attacks. Many confessed to feel-
ing partially silenced and resorting to self-censorship as a coping mechanism. This ten-
dency is further supported by accounts from editors and news producers, who reported 
instances where it was not possible to fully prepare news programmes because journal-
ists chose not to cover specific topics. In some cases, high-level experts also declined 
to provide commentary on sensitive issues, limiting the scope of journalistic reporting. 
Meanwhile, media managers who strive to support their editorial staff recognise that 
they are not always able to detect self-censorship in the work of individual journalists.

These trends present significant dangers. Avoidant behaviours contribute to self-
censorship, which erodes the freedom of expression vital to journalism. Moreover, burn-
out reflects a drain on psycho-emotional resources. This situation, along with insufficient 
organisational safeguards, perpetuates impunity for wrongdoers.

5.3. Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation

Experts concur that investigative journalists can anticipate potential SLAPP cases, 
while also acknowledging that prolonged litigation can have a negative impact on employ-
er-employee relations. In Latvia, eventual SLAPP cases are characterised as protracted 



Comunicação e Sociedade, vol. 48, 2025

11

Between Institutional Inertia and Systemic Vulnerability... . Anda Rožukalne,  Alnis Stakle & Ilva Skulte 

and financially burdensome, prompting media organisations to gradually abandon topics 
carrying litigation risk. Institutional actors usually drive these initiatives (Ostrovskis, 2023). 

The cases analysed about possible SLAPP features (Liepa, 2023) mainly concern free-
dom of expression and the scope of restrictions on these rights. The majority of claims 
are filed for defamation of honour and dignity. When analysing the profile of the plaintiffs, 
each of them (except for the individual case of a journalist regarding online harassment) is 
characterised by a resource of power that could be significantly greater than the resources 
of the media outlet. Two aspects mostly correspond to the features of SLAPP — the dis-
proportionate amount of the requested compensation (Case 2: Opera and Ballet Theatre 
vs Tvnet, compensation amount €129,873) and the duration of the proceedings (e.g., seven 
years, five years), which creates an additional burden, requiring the defence of the media 
organisation over several years and in several court instances. Regarding the high cost 
of legal proceedings, the media law expert involved in the study noted that “even when a 
media organisation wins a case after several years, it ultimately loses financially, as Latvian 
legislation does not provide full compensation for court expenses” (Informant A). In sev-
eral cases (1, 2, 3, 4), the conflicts assessed indicate that the coverage of socially significant 
issues, particularly those that are controversial and sensitive, may be constrained, reveal-
ing a “deterrent effect” and reducing media pluralism. 

These cases involve topics that shape the political agenda and can be considered 
polarising or potentially threatening to the rule of law and societal security. For example, 
the legality of actions taken by insolvency administrators (Cases 1 and 4; both come as a 
reaction to investigative articles series); the consequences of Putin-led Russia’s cultural 
influence in Latvia (Case 2); and the interpretation of painful episodes in Latvian history by 
a politician aiming to appeal to Latvia’s Russophone minorities during a live media broad-
cast (Case 3). The potential SLAPP cases examined in this study were initiated by powerful 
actors: an insolvency administrator serving as a public official (Case 1), members of the 
National Opera and Ballet’s board (Case 2), a judge (Case 4), and the National Electronic 
Mass Media Council (Case 3), whose strict sanctions against media organisations may 
signal an institutionalised form of SLAPP.

The study participants paid special attention to the practice of the National Electronic 
Mass Media Council in initiating administrative cases regarding media content, demand-
ing the highest possible fines, referencing a recent case (e.g., NEEMC vs Tvnet regarding a 
live interview; Kreijere, 2024) as an example. This is one of several cases where the media 
regulatory body is observed acting like SLAPP cases and using its power against a media 
organisation. This and other cases led to experts’ recommendations to create a SLAPP 
case monitoring system in Latvia and to develop guidelines for assessing claims against 
the media by identifying SLAPP features before the case is considered.

When assessing the possibilities for a journalist to take legal action, the analysis 
reveals conflicting assessments from different court instances regarding the same circum-
stances, laying the groundwork for case law on the harassment of journalists in the online 
environment. This also demonstrates that journalists must defend their rights without 
their employer’s support. Secondly, it is unclear to what extent the professional duties of 
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the journalist have been considered during the examination of the case. The situation 
assessed in this case exemplifies a “culture of impunity” (Alley, 2010; Mitchell, 2025; 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2012a, 2012b), high-
lighting the risk that public harassment of journalists may compromise their profes-
sional performance.

All lawyers involved in the study have observed that in Latvia, there is a lack of 
understanding of the nature of SLAPP in the professional environment, no appropriate 
regulation, and no professional discussions about such cases. Considering the process 
of implementing the European Union SLAPP directive, it is necessary to assess which 
national legal acts that apply to national-level court proceedings should introduce re-
quirements for SLAPP.

All the lawyers could name several cases in their practice that show signs of SLAPP. 
Informant 2: “how it manifests itself: completely unfounded claims; no proof that 

harm has been caused” (October 19, 2024).
A significant feature of SLAPP is the multiple claims or threats that often arise in 

practice when initiating a new claim for a journalist’s latest publication, particularly when 
considering an existing claim.

Informant 3: “strategic litigation in civil cases would be worth clarifying how the 
court acts if the same person repeatedly addresses one journalist” (October 8, 2024).

Legal experts believe that the existing regulation is generally sufficient and that mi-
nor amendments and additions are needed rather than significant changes.  

5.4. Protection Frameworks and Protection Problems

Experts’ analysis underscores the equal significance of systematic harassment and 
challenges to journalists’ moral legitimacy. The increasing frequency of sustained har-
assment manifests in multiple forms: surveillance practices, stalking behaviours, non-
consensual information sharing, and threats that traverse both physical and digital en-
vironments. The psychological consequences of such sustained harassment illustrate 
longitudinal impacts of considerable importance. 

During the FGD with media managers and journalists, criticism of law enforcement 
institutions’ work was mentioned in connection with numerous cases known in the pro-
fessional environment, where journalists’ repeated applications regarding harassment 
and hate speech on the internet were not considered a basis for initiating an investiga-
tion. This has created distrust of media professionals in law enforcement institutions. 
There is a perception among journalists that the police mostly do not react to such sig-
nals at all or react situationally. Both journalists and interviewed lawyers interpret passiv-
ity and disinterest as stemming from the lack of police officers and the overload of police 
officers, as well as a lack of understanding of the journalists’ work, which would allow for 
the precise identification and classification of law violations.

A journalist offered this important critique regarding institutional obstacles:
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let us be honest, a police officer with 600 cases has no time for journalistic 

submissions and registers them, puts them aside and waits for the statute 

of limitations to expire. That is the reality. Every specific problem needs a 

“Rusiņš” [sadistic murderer] case for something to move forward. Applying 

the law requires much detail, and there is no time for that. (Informant 2, 

October 21, 2024)

The overload and lack of staff were also acknowledged in the interview by a repre-
sentative of the State police: “the reality is that there is a shortage of police officers and 
many work overtime and are on the verge of burnout”. In such a situation, “there is no 
time to think about whether this is a journalist” (Informant 8, October 24, 2024).

These explanations indirectly suggest that both parties involved have agreed to 
disregard the issue of journalist safety as worthy of serious consideration or solution. 
Moreover, journalists claim that police even hinder their work:

in our practice, we have experienced only threats. The State police very 

clearly hinders journalists from performing their work duties. In general, 

control over journalistic materials is too great and mostly unjustified; it is 

carried out by officials and services, not by seeking a solution as to what 

can be revealed and how, but simply by not disclosing information. (Delphi 

survey, Respondent 2, October 21, 2024)

The one problem is the inability to understand the role of journalists and their 
professional work. Experts advocate for customised training for law enforcement and 
judiciary officials to enhance journalist protection and establish targeted regulations. 
Widespread scepticism surrounds the effectiveness of existing regulatory frameworks, 
particularly concerning the quality of their implementation.

This highlights the need to develop a collaborative protection model. To create an 
effective system of protection, some propose developing a national contact point (NCP) 
focused on journalist safety (jam, 2024) to monitor incidents and facilitate information 
exchange with relevant organisations. Experts emphasise the importance of legal coun-
sel and mental health support for media workers facing safety challenges.

However, to date, NCP plans mainly coordinate legal assistance, oversee programs 
to prevent online attacks and offer safety consultations. An immediate response function 
for urgent aid is considered crucial. Experts emphasise that effective implementation 
requires collaborative partnerships between non-governmental organisations, profes-
sional associations, and state institutions. 

Assisting vulnerable journalists entails a range of diverse strategies, including tai-
lored support programs, free legal consultations, security training, quick response sys-
tems, mentoring initiatives, psychological support, and a deeper institutional awareness 
of the unique needs of minority journalists.
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6. Discussion and Conclusions

This study examines the journalist safety landscape in Latvia, contextualising local 
findings within broader European and global trends. The triangulated methodological 
approach reveals that Latvian journalists face threats similar to those of their European 
counterparts but with distinctive characteristics shaped by the regional socio-political 
environment.

6.1. Invisible Convergence of Physical and Digital Threats

Our research highlights a worrisome overlap of traditional and new threat vectors 
targeting journalists in Latvia. While physical safety continues to be a significant con-
cern, especially for investigative journalists and those tackling sensitive issues, digital 
harassment has surfaced as a widespread and increasingly sophisticated attack method. 
This shift aligns with international trends observed in earlier studies (Baroni et al., 2022; 
Miller & Lewis, 2022) but exhibits unique regional characteristics in Latvia. The signifi-
cant connection between online threats and their offline equivalents — demonstrated 
by the case of investigative journalism centre RE: Baltica journalist (Žurnālistes Spriņģes 
Vajāšanā Apsūdzētajam Sondaram Piespriests Cietumsods, 2022), where online harass-
ment escalated to physical intimidation — illustrates how digital platforms can incubate 
more severe forms of aggression. This consistency suggests systemic, transnational fac-
tors play a role in journalist intimidation rather than purely local concerns. However, the 
increased vulnerability of local media workers in Latvia to pressure from local munici-
palities underscores how local power dynamics can amplify global threats, creating ad-
ditional risks for journalists across various regions in Latvia.

6.2. Gendered Dimensions of Harassment

The stark gender gap in harassment experiences is a vital finding that aligns with 
global research (Chen et al., 2020; Ferrier, 2018; Posetti et al., 2021). In Latvia, female 
journalists face disproportionate targeting through gendered and sexualised attacks 
designed not only to intimidate but also severely undermine their professional cred-
ibility. This trend reflects broader societal gender biases but is particularly pronounced 
in journalism due to the profession’s high public visibility. Interestingly, while Latvian 
media comprises more women (Šulmane & Uzule, 2018), this creates a paradox where 
a female-majority field still grapples with gender-based harassment. This situation indi-
cates that increased female representation in the workforce does not guarantee fair treat-
ment or safety. Gendered harassment against female and minority journalists is rooted 
in social and cultural biases and is therefore often invisible to institutions and the public. 
It underscores the urgent need for gender-sensitive protective measures that consider 
both the frequency of incidents and the specific nature of the threats that women journal-
ists encounter.
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6.3. Institutional Response Deficiencies

Our analysis reveals notable differences between the theoretical models for 
journalist protection and their actual implementation in Latvia. Despite extensive 
European guidelines and recommendations (Council of Europe, 2020, 2023; European 
Commission, 2021a, 2021b), the protection mechanisms accessible to journalists in 
Latvia remain insufficient. There is institutional inertia (Maijanen et al., 2019) among 
various actors involved in assessing digital threats and developing coping mechanisms. 
This increases the impact of these risks, particularly by fostering psychological risks that 
involve self-censorship.

Data indicates that law enforcement frequently opts not to investigate complaints 
about defamation, threats, or harassment aimed at journalists. This creates a culture 
of impunity. This gap in implementation exposes broader issues in translating supra-
national directives into effective national protection systems. The inconsistent enforce-
ment of existing legal frameworks suggests that the challenge may arise more from 
institutional attitudes regarding journalist safety and freedom of expression rather than 
regulatory deficiencies. Experts stress the need for specialised training for law enforce-
ment and judiciary personnel, recognising that protection frameworks require appro-
priate legal instruments and cultural and attitudinal transformations within the imple-
menting institutions.

6.4. Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation as an Emerging Threat 
Vector

Identifying SLAPP as a significant concern in the Latvian media landscape, particu-
larly for investigative journalists, aligns with the growing European awareness of this 
threat. Our finding that eventual SLAPP cases in Latvia are characterised by prolonged 
and financially burdensome litigation suggests that these legal mechanisms serve pri-
marily as resource-depleting deterrents rather than genuine legal remedies, consist-
ent with international characterisations (Liepa, 2023; Verza, n.d.). Experts’ contrasting 
views on SLAPP prevalence and impact likely stem from the differing circumstances of 
regional versus national media. Regional outlets tend to do less investigative journal-
ism on sensitive topics, showcasing how vulnerability to SLAPP varies within the me-
dia landscape — journalists who focus on holding powerful entities accountable face 
heightened risks.

6.5. Organisational Protection Capacity

The data highlights the complex interplay between individual and organisational 
factors in journalist protection. While media organisations generally provide support 
post-attack, this assistance often proves inadequate against adversaries possessing su-
perior resources and capabilities. The finding that journalists prioritise support from 
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colleagues while taking individual responsibility for managing post-attack consequenc-
es reflects a professional culture that regards exposure to threats as a standard aspect 
of the job. This routine acceptance of threats, coupled with limited organisational re-
sources, often discourages journalists from seeking help and fosters self-limiting behav-
iours that undermine both their autonomy and the quality of their work. Moreover, the 
tendency to request support only when threats extend to family members sets a troubling 
threshold for intervention, leaving journalists vulnerable to persistent low-intensity har-
assment designed to remain below that threshold while still exerting a deterrent effect.

6.6. Toward Integrated Protection Frameworks

Our findings show that the visibility and invisibility of journalists’ safety risks are 
hierarchical, reflecting power relations and their dynamics (Mohabeer, 2021). Invisibility 
primarily concerns professional identities that remain insufficiently recognised by law 
enforcement institutions. Police officers and prosecutors often do not regard journal-
ists as a distinct professional group requiring protection; thus, they request more pre-
cise definitions and guidelines to recognise journalists. Moreover, the boundary between 
journalistic and non-journalistic communicators has become invisible, as transforma-
tions in the media ecosystem and media usage patterns no longer sustain the visibility 
of journalists’ professional integrity.

This invisibility operates in two areas (Alloa, 2023). First, as an invisible profession-
al group, journalists’ integrity is often overlooked, and threats such as online harassment 
are not recognised as disruptions to professional activity. Second, there is the invisibility 
of concerns, where stalking, harassment, and intimidation are normalised. By contrast, 
SLAPP cases and potential cyberattacks are more visible to media executives, as they 
directly affect organisational resources and reputations. Far less visible are journalists’ 
own concerns about how persistent security threats undermine both their well-being and 
the quality of content provided to the public.

The findings indicate strong expert support for developing integrated protection 
frameworks that combine legal, psychological, and security dimensions. The proposed 
NCP for journalist safety (jam, 2024) could be a viable solution to coordinate these var-
ied responses and reduce the current fragmentation of protection resources. 

7. Conclusions 

This study offers empirical evidence on the safety challenges faced by Latvian jour-
nalists, highlighting significant gaps in current protection frameworks. The threat envi-
ronment is complex, encompassing professional, digital, legal, gender-related, and insti-
tutional vulnerabilities, often with inadequate support systems in place. However, many 
safety-related invisibilities arising from ongoing shifts in the media ecosystem remain 
undetected and are therefore difficult to address within policy and strategy discourse.
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Key findings indicate that journalist safety in Latvia extends beyond physical safety, 
encompassing professional autonomy, mental well-being, legal safeguards, financial se-
curity, and digital protection. Existing protection measures are inconsistently applied, 
with institutional responses often failing to address the seriousness and complexity of 
risks. At-risk groups, including women, investigative and regional reporters, Russian-
language media professionals, and freelancers, face heightened vulnerability, requiring 
targeted protection strategies. 

The analysis reveals differences in perceptions of risks and responses across in-
stitutions. The media organisations generally acknowledge threats but tend to focus 
on legal and physical risks due to resource limitations, while their responses to digital 
threats remain fragmented and reactive. Law enforcement lacks clear definitions and 
procedures for assessing digital threats, leaving journalists feeling unprotected and 
showing that attackers often have a greater capacity to create risks than media profes-
sionals have to mitigate them. The findings underscore the need for a national journalist 
protection framework in Latvia, which should encompass preventative measures, rapid 
response capabilities, and ongoing support systems. Policy development must focus 
on specialised training for law enforcement and judicial personnel, as well as legal and 
psychological support for at-risk journalists, protection protocols for vulnerable groups, 
and mechanisms to monitor and counter SLAPP litigation. Media organisations should 
strengthen internal protection strategies through clear security protocols, staff training, 
and resource allocation for legal defence. Enhancing journalist protection is vital not only 
for individual safety but also for preserving the democratic role of independent journal-
ism in a challenging information environment. Aligning Latvia’s protection systems with 
European standards requires addressing both structural and perceptual gaps to ensure 
comprehensive, adequate safeguards.

8. Limitations and Further Research Directions

This study offers valuable insights into journalist safety in Latvia, but several meth-
odological and conceptual limitations must be recognised. The Delphi survey may intro-
duce selection bias, as it mainly includes journalists willing to discuss safety, while those 
who left the profession due to harassment are not represented. The study’s duration 
limits observation of long-term changes in threats, especially in the rapidly evolving digi-
tal landscape. Additionally, the lack of standardised metrics for assessing SLAPP cases 
complicates cross-country comparisons. Future research should incorporate longitudi-
nal studies, quantitative assessments of self-censorship, comparative analyses of Baltic 
protection frameworks, and evaluations of new legislation, such as the European Union 
Directive on SLAPP protection, to inform policy enhancements.
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Professional affiliation/position Informant 
number

1 Representative of the Ministry of Culture Informant 1

2 Sworn lawyer 1 Informant 2

3 Sworn lawyer 2 Informant 3

4 Media lawyer Informant 4

5 Prosecutor Informant 5

6 Practising media lawyer Informant 6

7 Representative of the ombudsman of the Republic of Latvia, 
lawyer

Informant 7

8 Representative of the State police Informant 8

 
Table B1. List of informants for semi-structured, in-depth interviews

Focus group discussion 1 — employees of the legal service of 
media organisations or external legal consultants

1 Practising lawyer involved in media activities related to court cases Informant A

2 Media organisation lawyer 1 Informant B

3 Media organisation lawyer 2 Informant C

 
Table B2. List of informants — participants in focus group discussion of legal professionals  

Focus group discussion 2 — media managers, media projects’ leaders

1 Investigative journalist, investigative journalism project manager Informant D

2 Regional media editor-in-chief, representative of the professional media organisation Informant E

3 National media editor-in-chief Informant F

4 News department manager Informant G

  
Table B3. List of informants — participants in focus group discussion of media management representatives

Focus group discussion 3 — news and investigative journalists, editors, producers

1 Investigative journalist, representing a national media outlet Informant H

2 Analytical journalist, representing a national media outlet Informant I

3 Investigative journalist Informant J

4 Regional studio representative, producer Informant K

5 Representative of the professional journalists’ organisation Informant L

 
Table B4. List of informants — participants in focus group discussion of media professionals
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