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Media self-regulation in South East Europe - Guide to best practices for the digital age

INTRODUCTION

Why support press councils in this region ? 
• They give evidence of media accountability;
• They promote media quality and reliable journalism;
• They are an alternative for media readers to lengthy and expensive 
court procedures;
• They are a forum of discussion for media professionals on their 
ethical standards in the digital age.

How the project reinforces press councils ? 
Direct support is provided to them to:
• Inform media users about their role and functioning;
• Improve their digital presence and running;
• Take part in training about media ethics;
• Network with EU peers.

What is media self-regulation ? 
As opposed to media laws and regulations, media self-regulation is a set of voluntary 
limitations and guidelines for media professionals regarding their editorial and profes-
sional standards.

What is a press council ? 
It is the most common form of media self-regulation mechanism. It is a body set up by 
the media profession to ensure respect for their professional and ethical guidelines. 
Each press or media council is different but all of them are handling complaints from 
media users about breach of the journalistic ethical guidelines.

PRESS COUNCILS OF THE REGION
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Albanian media council 1

Press council of Bosnia and Herzegovina 2

Press council of Montenegro 3

Press council of Serbia 4

Press council of Turkey5

Press council in Kosovo (administered by the UN Interim 
Administration Mission in Kosovo in the context of UN 
Security Council Resolution 1244).
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CMEM, the Media Council of North Macedonia 7



Self-regulation is a widely discussed topic, from theoretical and political perspective. Yet, it is far from being clearly and firmly 
defined as a concept. It has origins and a long tradition in printed media as well as different forms, ranging from the bottom-up 
self-regulation (created and implemented by non-state actors) to state supported self-regulation (with a varying degree of 
involvement of public bodies). The system is now also gaining relevance for online media and content sharing platforms. 

This report, commissioned by UNESCO, is offering an analytical summary on how media self-regulatory bodies in South East 
Europe (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia,Turkey and Kosovo (under UNSCR 1244),) 
have been adapting to the digital era, which brought about new challenges to media ethics and professionalism, but also new 
opportunities for a greater visibility and efficiency of self-regulation. The main purpose of this paper is to provide a guide to 
best practices in terms of addressing digital challenges and in terms of new self-regulatory approaches and techniques. 

UNESCO has been promoting and supporting media self-regulation of South East Europe and Turkey since 2008. The last 
project “Building Trust in Media in South East Europe and Turkey” has been implemented through collaboration with various 
regional and international partners, including self-regulatory bodies and journalists’ associations, and with financial support 
from the European Union. It is within this project that this report has been prepared. 

The report builds on two earlier reports, commissioned by UNESCO in 2014 and 2015,  addressing key issues regarding media 
accountability systems based on self-regulation and their contribution to freedom of expression and professional journalism. 

Self-regulatory bodies supervise application of codes of ethics in the media and safeguard public against unprofessional, 
manipulative and abusive journalistic reporting, but they also represent a shield protecting the media from political, economic 
or other pressures jeopardising their autonomy. Despite being binding just to those media and journalists that subscribe to it, 
and normally without effective enforcement measures, self-regulation is an important approach for safeguarding professional 
integrity, quality, and credibility of media outlets and journalists. Its effects can be much wider than those directly linked to 
complaints over the content produced by its members. Many self-regulatory bodies deal with cases related to media outlets 
outside their membership and, thus, on one hand exert an indirect pressure on non-members, and on the other hand contri-
bute to the general familiarity with journalistic professional standards. It is also not uncommon for courts, public administra-
tion bodies or regulators to consult self-regulatory codes of conducts in media related cases and refer to them in their 
decisions. 

A prerequisite for such effects is a wide acceptance of self-regulation by media outlets and professionals and high awareness 
on the importance of self-regulation by the public. In such circumstances, self-regulation can help preventing or reducing the 
influence of the state on media and preserving editorial independence.

Contrary to statutory regulation, which can apply administrative sanctions to the media outlets under its jurisdiction, self-re-
gulation functions on the principles of industry’s peer-monitoring and self-compliance. A media self-regulatory body is a body 
composed of media professionals who discuss the complaints against media reporting, based on the self-imposed norms of 
professional journalism. The lack of sanctions makes this system less enforceable and effective in comparison with the classic 
top down state regulation. 

In the circumstances of the digital content market, characterised by numerous media outlets on different platforms with a 
varying degree of adherence to professional reporting, misinformation and incitement to hatred may spread within seconds. 
The levels of trust in both traditional and new media are decreasing. This is of particular relevance in complex social and politi-
cal realities of the countries covered by this report, many of which face post-conflict challenges. 
It is exactly these situations and trends what makes this overview and guide to best practices of self-regulation relevant. 
Namely, increased levels of media professionalism and strong defence of media freedom, which are shared goals of the South 
East Europe media self-regulatory bodies, can serve as a remedy. 

In order to formulate a relevant and useful guide to best practices for media self-regulatory bodies in South East Europe we 
conducted a survey among the key self-regulatory bodies in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia, 
Serbia and Turkey and Kosovo (under UNSCR 1244). 

The survey focused on the following questions:
• How self-regulatory bodies in the region adapted their journalistic ethical standards to address new digital challenges (e.g. 
copyright issues, online corrections, use of algorithms by media outlets, use of social media by journalists)?
• How they have adapted to the online era in terms of visibility and practical approaches (e.g. online website, online database 
with complaints, possibility to submit complaints online, development of mobile phone applications, online campaigns, 
online recognition of members of media council, certification)?
• Do they address online hate speech and disinformation?

Media self-regulation in South East Europe - Guide to best practices for the digital age
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I - HOW PRESS AND MEDIA COUNCILS ADAPT TO THE 
DIGITAL AGE
Press and media councils in South East Europe are adapting and responding to the regulatory challenges posed by the 
growth of new media. In that respect, most of them have extended their membership to online media while extending the 
scope of their work through adapting their codes of ethical to new digital ethical dilemmas such as dealing with user-ge-
nerated content (UGC) or online copyrights issues. For a greater clarity and readability, the results are presented in tables 
accompanied with short descriptions.

1 - EXTENDING SCOPE OF WORK AND MEMBERSHIP

 

 

BOSNIA &
HERZEGOVINA

ALBANIA

KOSOVO 1

ACCEPTING 
COMPLAINTS 

ABOUT

STANDARDS
ADAPTED TO 

NEW DIGITAL ETHICAL 
CHALLENGES

COMPLAINTS 
ABOUT HATE 

SPEECH ONLINE 
ACCEPTED

ONLINE MEDIA 
REPRESENTED 

WITHIN MEMBERS 
OF PRESS COUNCILS

COMPLAINTS 
ABOUT UGC / 

READER’S 
COMMENTS

MONTENEGRO

NORTH
MACEDONIA

SERBIA

All kinds of media

Print and online

Print, online, news 
agencies

TURKEY

All kinds of media, 
including institu-

tional mass 
communication

Planned

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

All kinds of media

All kinds of media

Print and online

Ongoing

Planned

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

This result table is presenting the basic indicators of how press and media councils in South East Europe have adapted to 
the growth of online media. 

All press and media councils of the region have always accepted complaints about potential breach of journalistic guide-
lines published in the online editions of print media outlets. Yet, with the multiplication of online-only media outlets, those 
have also been progressively accepted as legitimate members of their bodies. The only exception is the Albanian council, 
which is a new body, but they say they are about to extend their membership to online-only media – together with other 
media. (So far, the members of the Albanian Media council are journalists.) Not all online content services are eligible to 
membership though they must demonstrate elements of relevance, which can include a prescribed minimum presence on 
the internet, a minimum number of unique visitors per day, a minimum percentage of their own content, and conditions 
regarding the staffing of editorial offices and others.

At the same time, most press and media councils have adapted their ethical and journalistic standards to the digital age. 
Although the essence of journalism remains unchanged, the Internet has redefined a number of new ethical issues 
confronting journalists when operating online or making use of online resources. The publication of links in an article or 
information found on social media are typical examples of such new digital ethical challenges. There are no uniform trends 
as to which aspects to digital journalism are incorporated into the codes of ethics. User-generated content and readers’ 
comments have been in the heart of the attention of all press councils in the region for their potential of spreading disin-
formation and incitement to hatred. Practically all councils put the issues related to hate speech online on their priority list 
of work.

1(under UNSCR 1244)
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BOSNIA &
HERZEGOVINA

ALBANIA

KOSOVO2

COMPLAINTS COMPLIANCE 
PROCEDURES

POSITION 
STATEMENTS AND 
POLICY MAKING

MONITORING

MONTENEGRO

NORTH
MACEDONIA

SERBIA

Yes

TURKEY

Suspended

No

In theory, 
rarely 

practiced

All

Just members

/

Occasionally

OWN 
INITIATIVE

AGAINST 
MEMBERS/ 

NON-MEMBERS

Yes Yes No

Yes All Yes Yes Yes

Yes All Yes Yes No

Suspended Suspended Suspended

/Yes All Yes Yes Yes

/Yes All Yes No Yes

Yes Yes, 
exceptionally All Yes Yes No

The main task of all press councils in South East Europe is the treatment of citizens ‘complaints about a potential breach of 
the code of ethics. At the time of this survey (2018), the Montenegrin Media Council stopped operating and suspended its 
complaints’ handling activity due to a lack of funding. Two big titles of the countries still provide for internal media self-re-
gulation mechanism through ombudspersons addressing readers’ complaints. 

The media councils of the region have developed similar protocols for handling complaints and providing mediation 
between the parties, as well as making the decisions on the cases visible (which is often not easy, given the reluctance of 
the offenders to publish the decisions of the complaints commission). If funds permit, they also engage in monitoring of 
compliance, mostly covering media in general and not excluding outlets which are not their members, as long as they fulfil 
the eligibility standards for membership. This way, self-regulatory bodies try to preserve the status of their bodies that deal 
with standards of journalism as a profession, and not online communication in general.

All press councils of the region, except the Montenegrin Media Council, accept complaints against media that are not their 
members. According to them, the promotion of professional and ethical reporting is recognised as one of their duties 
regardless of the membership status of a particular title or publisher. The second reason lies in the fact that their decisions 
are not binding – they have a status of opinion and therefore cannot be confined to members only.

3 - DIGITAL TECHNIQUES TO INCREASE VISIBILITY 

BOSNIA &
HERZEGOVINA

ALBANIA

KOSOVO3

ONLINE 
COMPLAINTS

FORMS
MOBILE APPS ONLINE 

CAMPAIGNS
QUALITY SEAL / 

BANNERS

MONTENEGRO

NORTH
MACEDONIA

SERBIA

Yes

TURKEY

No

Yes

Yes

Planned

No

Yes

No

ONLINE 
DATABASE

SOCIAL 
MEDIA 

ACCOUNTS

Yes No Planned

Yes Yes / Yes Yes

Yes Yes / Yes /

Yes No /

YesYes Yes / Yes Planned

YesYes Yes Yes Yes /

No Yes Yes / Yes /

2and 3 (under UNSCR 1244)

2 - COMPLAINTS HANDLING AND MONITORING OF ONLINE 
MEDIA ENVIRONMENT



All press and media councils are using new technologies to enhance their visibility towards citizens. Having a functioning 
website with a transparent database of the complaints treated and the adjudications has become a new standard. In addi-
tion, all press councils have extended the possibility for media readers to submit a complaint via an online form and also 
have created a social media pages on Facebook and Instagram (more rarely twitter) to communicate on their activities, 
sometime also for spreading messages through online awareness-raising campaigns. Some press and media councils of 
the region have in addition developed new innovative techniques such as the elaboration of a mobile phone Application 
for their self-regulatory bodies, for instance in Albania and in Serbia.

Among the more rarely used approaches, many consider the promotion of the so-called quality seal differentiating the 
media, which adhere to professional standards, i.e. differentiating medias which are members of the self-regulatory body, 
from those, which are not. With the words of the Press Council of Bosnia and Herzegovina, which would like to create a 
consortium of ethical media and be recognized as the guarantee of media quality: “The Us v. Them shall be replaced by 
ethical v. non-ethical media.”

4 - PROVIDING MEDIA AND INFORMATION LITERACY
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BOSNIA &
HERZEGOVINA

ALBANIA

KOSOVO4

EDUCATION 
OF 

JOURNALISTS
RESEARCH

AWARENESS 
RAISING 

CAMPAIGNS

LIBRARIES OR 
ONLINE 

REPOSITORIES

MONTENEGRO

NORTH
MACEDONIA

SERBIA

Planned

TURKEY

Yes

/

/

/

No

Yes

Yes

EDUCATION OF 
REGULATORS/ 

JUDICIARY
EDUCATION OF 

STUDENTS

/ Yes No

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Yes Yes / Yes Yes

No No No

/Planned / Yes Yes Yes

YesYes Yes Yes Yes

Yes / Yes Yes Yes /

In South East Europe and Turkey, media development processes often lack civil society involvement because media are 
seen as inaccessible by civil society, while a part of the civil society lacks the media and information literacy competencies 
to assess and hold media and other information providers, including those on the Internet, accountable.

The press councils have recognised that education of strategic audiences and stakeholders is an important pillar of effec-
tive media self-regulation. With this in mind, they have all developed media and information literacy activities to develop 
the critical thinking of media users. Media and information literate individuals are not only consumers of information and 
media content but also are aware of their role as producers of content and knowledge. They are able to critically assess 
information and media content, to ethically and effectively use information, and engage with all forms of media. 

Press councils of the region are providing lectures and seminars, others are investing in research and some have set online 
libraries with media ethics related subjects.

II - CHALLENGES FOR PRESS AND MEDIA COUNCILS IN 
THE DIGITAL AGE
1 - INSUFFICIENT FUNDING
4(under UNSCR 1244)



FUNDING PROMOTION

BOSNIA &
HERZEGOVINA

ALBANIA

KOSOVO5

MEMBERSHIP 
FEES

JOURNALIST 
ASSOCIATIONS

STATUTORY 
INCENTIVES

FREE ADS BY 
MEMBERS

MONTENEGRO6

NORTH
MACEDONIA

SERBIA

No

No

Yes, small 
amount

TURKEY

No

No

No

Yes, exclusively

No

No

No (but
possible)

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

/

/

/

/

/

Yes

Yes (as Council’s 
members)

/

/

Yes

No

/

Yes7

No

/

Yes (instead 
of fees)

/

/

/

/

/

DOMESTIC 
PUBLIC 
FUNDS

INTERNATIONAL 
DONATIONS
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The extension of the scope to online media has dramatically increased the workload of press councils with direct effects on the 
funding situation, which is already precarious. In many South East Europe countries, complaints about online media publications 
now represent the large majority of complaints received by the press councils.

Their biggest challenge for press and media councils in South East Europe therefore remain their funding. All of them operate 
with very modest funds, ranging from €30.000 to €160.000. This budget allows them to run a small office of 2 to 4 people in order 
to prepare the work of the complaints commission but also to exercise other activities such as monitoring, education, awareness 
raising and other related projects. 

Most of these media councils depend entirely on donors’ funding, which is far from being stable or sufficient and brings about 
programme requirements that do not necessarily match the core strategy of the press council or offer enough flexibility. In 
addition, when the work of press council is entirely funded from non-member sources, this indicates a lack of commitment of 
members. The reasons given by press councils to explain the lack of members‘ financial endorsement is the precarious situation 
of the media industry in the region. As long as this remains unchanged, the press councils will remain project-funded, like any 
regular NGO, but also in the competition with other civil society organisations for the same grants – and with similar 
programmes. Apart from lowering their chances to get the funding, this adds to the risk that the press councils are seen as (ones 
of many) NGOs in the eyes of the media.

Out of seven studied press councils, one is entirely (Turkey) and another one partially (Kosovo (under UNSCR 1244)) funded by 
membership fees. In one case, the obligatory fee was replaced by free promotion of the work of the press council (Bosnia and 
Herzegovina) in the members’ media outlets. Consequently, international donors provide the majority of funding. 

2 - INCREASED NUMBER OF ONLINE MEDIA OUTLETS WITH LOW 
TRANSPARENCY
2,6
2,4
2,2

2
1,8
1,6
1,4
1,2

1 2 3 4 5

Albania

North Macedonia

Bosnia & Herzegovina

Montenegro
Kosovo (under UNSCR 1244)

Serbia
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Difficult conditions for media in South East Europe are reflected by the IREX Media Sustainability Index (MSI)14 , demons-
trating low levels of media independence in all examined countries from South East Europe, except Turkey, which is not 
included in the scope of MSI.

The media sector in the region is characterised by a high levels of fragmentation and polarisation. There is a relatively high 
number of media outlets compared to the size of the market. Additionally there are several government departments or 
public agencies involved in media policy, different associations representing journalists, multiple bodies aimed at self-re-
gulation, as well as various laws and regulations, not necessarily consistent and coherent.

This polarisation usually stems from a division between pro-government media and those aligned with powerful factions 
of opposition. Moreover, the media does not shy away from demonstrating their affiliation. In such circumstances, the 
self-regulatory body can be caught in the middle and subjected to suspicion from both sides or marginalised to the level 
of insignificance.

The problems experienced by media in the region are characteristic for countries with small media markets, which typical-
ly do not offer good conditions for generating sufficient state funding to cover the fixed costs running a media company 
and to make a smooth operation of a media outlet possible. Except Turkey, which is a large country, all other mentioned 
States share borders with larger countries. This creates a tough and sometimes unbalanced competition for domestic 
media.

As a consequence, established media face lack of funding and are in crisis while online media with obscure ownership and 
management are popping up on a regular basis, serving the public content of dubious credibility. Those new online media 
outlets are not interested in committing to high professional and ethical journalistic standards.

3 - COEXISTENCE WITH AUDIOVISUAL REGULATOR AND 
INCREASED ATTEMPTS OF REGULATING ONLINE MEDIA
a
aare 
Press councils of the region are parts of political systems which have gained independence in a relatively recent past, and 
are still building legal and political foundations for a functioning democracy. The understanding and implementation of 
an autonomous media sector and fair competition, as well as independent media regulation and self-regulation are yet 
maturing.

The main differentiation between different forms of media regulation is the role of the state, being the largest in top-down 
statutory regulation, and the lowest in bottom-up self-regulation. The co-regulation lies in between with both state and 
non-state elements of regulation. On one hand co-existence between the statutory regulation and self-regulation is not 
always easy, especially if there is an overlap in the scope. On the other hand, when the remit of self-regulation is limited to 
print and online media, while radio and audio-visual media are subjected to regulation, there is not much interaction (e.g. 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina). Still, in the examined countries different forms of collaboration between regulators and 
self-regulators appear, ranging from sharing the same podium when defending media standards or discussing policy 
proposals to sharing cases.

Normally, self-regulation is considered a regime designed and implemented by the media professionals or the industry, 
without encouragement from the state. The view advocated by international media freedom advocates is that as there 
should be as little state control of media content as possible, so the self-regulation should be free from state meddling as 
well. However, after the British phone hacking scandal, which revealed the limits of media self-regulation, calls for statuto-
ry recognition of self-regulation has not been that uncommon anymore. This leads us to the concept of statutory self-regu-
lation in the meaning suggested by Hulin (2014, 1), that is “an acknowledgement by law of a media self-regulatory body 
and its decisions17.” Statutory self-regulation does not equal with co-regulation or leads to co-regulation. As Hulin argues, 
in democratic countries, the “upgrade” of self-regulation to statutory media self-regulation could make this voluntary 
system more effective, for instance by limiting the number of media outlets that decide to abstain from it. In non-democra-
tic countries, on the other hand, it brings risks of transforming self-regulation into a compulsory system controlled by 
political interests (ibid.).

In South East Europe and Turkey, it appeared clearly from the discussions with the self-regulation representatives inter-
viewed for the purpose of the present report that most would not welcome such evolvements. Most of them said it was 
unlikely that their self-regulatory body would build closer or more structured collaboration with the counterpart regulato-
ry body in the near future. To their understanding and knowledge, there were no plans on the side of the government for 
introduction or encouragement of co-regulatory systems. 
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An intended policy that could lead to some degree of statutory recognition of self-regulation in Kosovo (under UNSCR 
1244) is the possibility of formalising incentive mechanisms encouraging the media to join the Press Council of Kosovo 
(under UNSCR 1244) in the context of the cases brought under the defamation law. The fact that the Council is mentioned in 
the Civil Law on Defamation and Insult as a body to which complaints should be filed, provides a possibility to seek funding 
from the Parliament, on the basis that the Council is providing a public service. There are no active plans to do so at present, 
but the option remains under consideration for the future. The Council has never pushed for this potential funding as it 
wishes to preserve its independence from the state. 

In Serbia, the Ministry of Culture and Information guidelines for public funding of media content require from government 
entities at local, provincial and national level to consult the Press Council and seek information on whether the media 
outlets applying for funds have violated professional ethics in past 12 months. In 2018, the Press Council responded to 
slightly less than 80 requests from local self-government and government bodies about compliance with ethical standards 
of more than 1300 media outlets seeking co-financing. Still, as the Press Council observes, the government entities conti-
nue to grant funding to a number of media outlets that are continuously violating professional standards.

Moreover, as digital issues are getting more and more relevant, some governments are increasingly tempted with regulato-
ry solutions. For example, in Albania the draft law on audio-visual media services envisages legal mechanisms for the 
Audio-visual Media Authority (AMA) and Tax Authority to fine or even close online media outlets, blogs and other publica-
tions on the Internet without clear procedures. The Albanian Media Council and other media rights advocacy groups claim 
this can seriously increase the level of censorship and self-censorship already present in the Albania’s media. These govern-
ments’ efforts to impose a restrictive regulation of online media are putting the self-regulatory body in a position of 
fighting to preserve self-regulation as the only way to regulate media content in Albania. An earlier attempt of regulation 
of online media in North Macedonia have been so far prevented, but it is not excluded that other countries might put 
forward similar solutions.
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FOR THE DIGITAL AGE

5 BEST

PRAXTICES

6 BEST
PRACTICES

DIVERSIFYING FUNDING SOURCES !11
Observation
Self-regulatory bodies from South East Europe are 
struggling to find stable, sustainable and predictable 
funding.

Challenge
An important question is how different financing models 
contribute to the overall compliance with the 
self-regulation system and understanding of its functioning. 
The significant dependence on donors’ money does not 
guarantee long-term sustainability, let alone effectiveness, 
given the absence of financial contributions from members 
and thereby lack of commitment.

Good Practices
• Requesting a minimum membership fee from 
media
Even if the media in the region are struggling to survive, 
at least a symbolic amount supporting self-regulation 
shall be included in their core expenditures to increase 
the level of engagement of media outlets to the work of 
a self-regulatory body.

• Improving donor coordination 
As the principal funders of media councils in the region, 
international donors play an important and influential 
role in the development of media self-regulation. In 
some cases, there appear to be overlaps between the 
aims of some donor-funded projects, and an apparent 
absence of coordination between the different donors. 
Given the arguably specialist nature of the work of 
media councils, it may be worth considering some new 
initiatives to encourage greater coordination between 
donors, possibly through the establishment of a new 
working group which could discuss relevant media 
policy developments at both national and European 
levels, for example.

helpful
tips
helpful
tips
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ADAPTING ETHICAL STANDARDS22

OBSERVATION
Although the essence of journalism remains unchanged, the Internet has redefined a number of new ethical issues 
confronting journalists when operating online or making use of online resources. The publication of links in an 

article or information found on social media are typical examples of such new digital ethical challenges. 

REWARDING COMPLIANCE TO ETHICS33
OBSERVATION
Many media outlets of the region are not taking part in the system of media self-regulation. Moreover, even when 
being part of the system of media self-regulation, many media outlets refuse to publish the decisions of the press 
council when it states that they have breached the code of ethics. 

CHALLENGE
There are no uniform trends as to which aspects to digital journalism are incorporated into the codes of ethics. 

SOLUTIONS
• Developing new ethical guidelines for journalists about their use of social media

The journalists’ personal activity on the Internet and its use of social media for professional reasons and private 
reasons is a delicate issue. Some ethical journalistic guidelines will consider that personal online activity, including 
emails and social networking, should generally be avoided as it can effect on the professional credibility. However, 
others acknowledge and encourage using social media for establishing new contacts and getting information. Clear 

guidelines for journalists are a good way to avoid conflicts of interest.

• Developing new ethical guidelines about online corrections
The Internet affords the option to modify or delete content after it has been published. Developing clear guidelines 
for media to ensure that readers are informed if the content has been altered or updated, and what the original error 

was, is a good practice.

• Reflecting on news automation and Artificial Intelligence
Should media inform their readers about the gathering and use of their personal information, normally through 
cookies or similar resources? News automation and artificial intelligence techniques to better reach out to media 
users are a new source of ethical dilemmas. Until very recently, most press councils did not consider the use of 
algorithms as journalism but rather as something technical. Yet, the decisions about news automation or 
personalized news feeds are in the core of the journalistic decision making because they dictate what is published 
to whom. These decisions should not be left to computer programmers who work outside the newsrooms. To 
maintain and strengthen the credibility of journalism, self-regulatory mechanisms should keep up with the rapid 

changes in media technology.
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GOOD PRACTICES
• Conditioning access of media outlets to public subsidies with adherence to media self-regulation mechanism

If designed well, a system supporting self-regulation through statutory incentives for media to participate seems to be 
a good option with few potential negative effects. An example of this is conditioning the access to public subsidies 

with a proven compliance with professional standards, or even with a membership in a self-regulatory scheme.
• Working with advertisers to encourage them to withhold advertising when media are not respecting certain criteria

 

INCREASING ONLINE VISIBILITY44

CHALLENGE
One of the main challenge for press councils is the lack of meaningful cooperation from the media industry and 
media outlets to adhere to the system of self-regulation or to publish the press council’s decisions.  However, despite 
certain benefits of a statutory self-regulation as a legally acknowledged media self-regulation, turning the existing 
media self-regulation into a compulsory system should be avoided as it could potentially undermine freedom of 
expression.

 

• Online labels for members of press councils
A good practice contributing to a greater awareness and acceptance of self-regulation, as well as 
greater compliance, are also the so-called ‘seals’ of media quality, granted by the self-regulatory 
bodies to help users distinguish online between media outlets that are part of self-regulation and 
abide by the professional and ethical standards and the others. This is particularly useful in the 

context of addressing disinformation on social media.

• Accepting complaints automatically about all media unless one explicitly chooses to opt out

Observation
Low numbers of complaints from civil society are usually indicators of low levels of public awareness in 
the society about the existence of a self-regulatory body, its role and why and how to submit a 
complaint. New technologies can held enhance visibility towards citizens.

CHALLENGE
It is important to remind that not all citizens are using digital media and especially those living in remote areas. It is 

necessary to continue investing in occasional fieldwork, direct contact with people and presentations in local media. 
Attention must be paid to whether the initiative is widely publicised and easily accessible to all socio-demographic 

groups, as well as whether people are aware of their rights and on the existence and functioning complaint 
resolution mechanisms.

good practices
• Providing a website and an online database of all complaints

Having a functioning website with a transparent database of the complaints received and treated is a good way to 
improve trust and credibility of the self-regulatory body. Keeping track of the results of the adjudications also 
helps having statistical data about the performance of the body but also about main ethical breaches and ethical 

challenges for journalists within a country. 
• Publicising ethical adjudications through social media 

Digital media offers diverse and sophisticated ways for increasing visibility of any initiative, as long as it is 
articulated in a clear language. Press councils need to improve their presence on social media. It is recommended 

that they select and focus on main ethical cases with a major impact potential.
• Developing a mobile phone Application

For example, the Press Council of Serbia developed an android application with the objective to make it easier for 
citizens to file online complaints. The application is targeting a younger population who is predominantly using 

online media and their mobile phone to access information.
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5 Developing international cooperation !

Observation
Many media services and 
outlets in South East Europe 
operate or are accessed by 
users across countries 
therefore with different 
regulatory and self-regulatory 
regimes, which may therefore 
have conflicting jurisdictions 
and adjudications. Given the 
numerous cross-border media 
issues, the cooperation 
between self-regulation 
bodies at the regional and 
European scale shall be further 
endorsed via the existing or 
new forms of cooperation. 

5
GOOD PRACTICES
• Organizing regional meetings
Thanks to the UNESCO EU-funded Project Building Trust in Media in
South East Europe and Turkey, collaboration and exchange between
press and media councils of the region have been enhanced. The
project allowed the convening of annual regional meeting to
exchange best practices as regards common challenges. Bilateral
exchange visits, which allow for longer exchanges between press and
media councils have also become regular practice in South East
Europe.

• Exploring the possibility for cross-border complaints handling
The self-regulatory bodies in the region have reached good relations
of mutual respect and exchange of information. For instance, if there
is a complaint addressed at them, which they recognise as a matter
under the jurisdiction of another self-regulatory body, they forward it
to the body concerned or instruct the complainant on which body to
contact.

6 Investing in Media and Information Literacy6
Observation
The press councils have recognised that education of strategic audiences and stakeholders is 
an important pillar of effective media self-regulation. With this in mind, they have all 
developed media and information literacy activities to develop the critical thinking of media 
users. Media and information literate individuals are not only consumers of information. They 
are able to critically assess information and media content, to ethically and effectively use 
information, and engage with all forms of media. 

Challenge
In South East Europe and Turkey, media development processes often lack civil 
society involvement because media are seen as inaccessible by civil society, while a 
part of the civil society lacks the media and information literacy competencies to 
assess and hold media and other information providers, including those on the 
Internet, accountable.

Good Practices
• Developing online awareness-raising campaigns

Such campaigns are important to raise awareness among digital media users about the role and importance of media 
ethics, the standards and about the rights of citizens to access accurate and reliable information. 

• Establishing a strategic multi-stakeholder dialogue
At the national level, self-regulatory bodies shall keep a strategic dialogue with different stakeholders and work together 
with policy-makers, lawmakers, regulatory authorities, judiciary, political leaders, journalists, civil society, academics, and 

educators, to help them understand the role of press and media councils and identify further possibilities to combat 
harmful practices in media, such as disinformation and incitement to hatred.

• Offering distance learning on journalistic ethical standards in digital age
Setting up digital repositories of lectures, allowing for distance learning on media ethics and new ethical digital 

challenges for journalists.
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