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Whatôs Wrong with the Reports? 

An investigation into the world's leading ranking reports (Part I) 

 

Introduction 
Global ranking reports such as the World Press Freedom Index, Corruption Perceptions 

Index, and World Happiness Report have become benchmarks for assessing nations on critical 

issues. Governments, policymakers, and international organizations often use these rankings to 

guide decisions, shape perceptions, and influence geopolitical strategies. Media outlets amplify 

their findings, while opposition parties leverage them to criticize ruling governments. Yet, 

despite their widespread importance, these reports are not beyond scrutiny. 

Investigative Journalism Reportika uncovers the startling reality behind these globally 

celebrated indices: they are often riddled with inaccuracies, methodological flaws, data 

limitations and in some cases, blatant propaganda. While these reports claim to offer 

unbiased assessments, they sometimes perpetuate biases, create misleading narratives, or fail 

to account for the cultural and regional complexities they aim to measure. 

This investigative series delves deep into the reliability of these reports. In this first instalment 

of this report, we focus on several widely referenced indices, exposing severe issues. From 

unexpected discrepancies to controversies surrounding their credibility, we examine the gaps 

that question their validity. In Part Two, we will explore additional reports, continuing to 

unravel their systemic flaws. 

This report is the result of months of meticulous investigation by the experts at Investigative 

Journalism Reportika. Drawing from on-the-ground studies, in-depth data reviews, and 

insights from leading economists, geopolitical analysts, and seasoned researchers, our team has 

dissected the inner workings of these reports to reveal their shortcomings. Each finding is 

backed by rigorous analysis, contextual understanding, and a commitment to uncovering the 

truth beyond the numbers. 

Read on to uncover why these indices, often regarded as authoritative and objective, may not 

be the definitive guides they claim to be. Behind the glossy presentations and widely publicized 

rankings lie deep-seated issues that threaten their credibility. 
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World Press Freedom Index  
The World Press Freedom Index (WPFI), published annually by Reporters Without 

Borders (RSF) since 2002, ranks countries based on their press freedom records from the 

previous year. According to its official website, the Index is intended to provide an "accurate 

reflection of the situation at the time of publication." The WPFI seeks to assess the degree 

of freedom available to journalists, news organizations, and netizens in each country, along 

with the extent of governmental efforts to respect and uphold this freedom. However, it 

specifically focuses on press freedom and does not evaluate the quality of journalism or broader 

human rights conditions in the countries assessed. 

 
Figure 1 What's wrong with the World Press Freedom Index  

 

Since 2020, a seven-member panel of experts has assisted in revising the Index's 

methodology to enhance its accuracy and relevance. This panel includes notable figures such 

as Thomas Hanitzsch, a specialist in global journalism cultures at Ludwig Maximilian 

University of Munich, and David Levy, a senior research associate at the Reuters Institute for 

the Study of Journalism.  

Other members include Sallie Hughes, a journalism professor from the University of Miami, 

Herman Wasserman from the University of Cape Town, Laura Moore, head of research at 

Deutsche Welle Akademie, and Thibaut Bruttin and Blanche Mar¯s from RSF. Together, 

these experts bring extensive experience in global media studies, comparative methodology, 

and press freedom evaluation, aiming to ensure the Index remains a credible reflection of global 

press freedom challenges. 
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Figure 2 World Press Freedom Index as per the RSF Website  

(Source: https://rsf.org/en/methodology-used-compiling-world-press-freedom-index-2024/ ) 

 

Despite its intended objectivity, the WPFI has faced criticism over the years, particularly 

regarding its methodology, reliance on subjective perceptions, and alleged political bias in the 

rankings. In this investigative report, we will examine the key controversies, methodological 

flaws, and data limitations surrounding the Index, alongside its impact on perceptions of press 

freedom globally. 

 
Figure 3 World Press Freedom Index 2024 Map (Source: https://rsf.org/en/index/ ) 

 

https://rsf.org/en/methodology-used-compiling-world-press-freedom-index-2024/
https://rsf.org/en/index/
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Methodological Flaws 

 
Figure 4 Press Freedom Map (Source: https://rsf.org/en/methodology-used-compiling-world-press-freedom-index-2024/ ) 

The World Press Freedom Index (WPFI) uses a scoring system where each country or territory 

receives a score between 0 to 100, with 100 being the highest level of press freedom. While 

this system is designed to provide a comprehensive overview of press freedom worldwide, 

several methodological flaws have been pointed out, particularly regarding the subjectivity 

and data gathering processes. 

 

1. Subjective Nature of Qualitative Analysis 

A significant portion of each countryôs score in the World Press Freedom Index is based on 

a qualitative analysis derived from responses to a questionnaire completed by press freedom 

specialists, including journalists, academics, and human rights defenders. While intended to 

capture nuanced, on-the-ground realities, this approach introduces a considerable level 

of subjectivity into the ranking. Our findings indicate that many of these experts hold strong 

biases, often aligned either with or against specific political establishments. To avoid 

scrutiny, their identities are not made public. This reliance on potentially biased individuals 

skews the data, making it difficult to verify whether their assessments offer an objective 

reflection of the media environment. Additionally, their responses are shaped by personal 

experiences and perspectives, which undermines consistency across different countries and 

contexts. 

https://rsf.org/en/methodology-used-compiling-world-press-freedom-index-2024/
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Figure 5 Scoring of WPFI (Source: https://rsf.org/en/methodology-used-compiling-world-press-freedom-index-2024/) 

2. Psychological and Emotional Distress as Criteria 

Another challenge lies in the sociocultural and safety indicators, which include 

assessing journalists' risk of psychological or emotional distress due to intimidation, 

harassment, and doxing. While these are genuine threats to press freedom, the impact 

of these stressors is highly subjective and difficult to measure accurately. Emotional 

distress varies from person to person, and it's challenging to quantify how significantly 

these factors impact a journalistôs work environment. This subjectivity raises concerns 

about whether such an evaluation can be uniformly applied across countries and 

whether the data reflect the real extent of threats journalists face. 

3. Professional Harm Criteria 

The inclusion of professional harm, such as the confiscation of journalistic equipment 

or job loss, is also problematic. It is difficult to ascertain whether a journalist was 

dismissed due to their work or due to unrelated reasons, such as professional 

inefficiency. This ambiguity introduces further uncertainty into the Index, as 

professional consequences that are unrelated to press freedom may still affect a 

countryôs overall score. 

 

4. Questionnaire Language and Cultural Bias 

Although the questionnaire is available in 24 languages, the framing of questions still 

carries cultural bias, particularly as it is designed by a panel with Western perspectives. 

This disadvantages non-western countries where media practices differ from the norms 

established by the Index, leading to a misrepresentation of press conditions in those 

regions. 

https://rsf.org/en/methodology-used-compiling-world-press-freedom-index-2024/
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5. Equal Weight for Questions and Indicators: The Index evaluates press freedom using 

five indicators: political, legal, economic, sociocultural, and safety contexts. However, 

all questions and sub-questions are weighted equally, which does not account for the 

varying degrees of severity of different challenges faced by the media. For example, 

the lack of access to information may not be as serious as bodily harm to journalists, 

yet both factors are given equal importance, potentially distorting the overall score. 

 

6. Lack of Comprehensive Metrics on Media Presence: The Index does not account for 

the total number of media platforms (TV, radio, print, online) in a country. A vibrant 

media landscape with diverse outlets indicates a healthier press environment but goes 

unacknowledged. For instance, in Singapore (Rank 126), the media environment 

includes a mix of government-influenced outlets and private platforms, such as The 

Straits Times and CNA. While most mainstream outlets are tightly regulated, the 

presence of alternative online news platforms like The Online Citizen adds layers of 

media diversity. 

  

Similarly, Indiaôs (Rank 159) media landscape is one of the largest and most diverse in 

the world, encompassing thousands of TV channels, newspapers, radio stations, and 

online platforms in multiple languages. However, the Index fails to recognize the range 

and scope of these outlets, which contributes to an incomplete assessment of the 

country's media presence. 

 

7. Ownership Dynamics Ignored: No distinction is made between government-

controlled and privately owned media. Countries with state-dominated media 

systems scores similarly to those with a mix of independent and state outlets, masking 

the level of editorial freedom. For instance, in Pakistan (Rank 152), a significant 

portion of media ownership is concentrated among a few private conglomerates like 

the Jang and Dawn groups. However, these entities operate under immense pressure 

from both the government and the military, including direct censorship and financial 

manipulation. The distinction between nominal private ownership and actual 

government influence is crucial but remains unaddressed in the Index. 

 

8. Discretion in Licensing Media: The Index overlooks whether governments exercise 

discretion in awarding or revoking media licenses, which stifles press freedom by 

selectively shutting down critical voices. For instance, In Saudi Arabia (Rank 166), 

Licensing is a key control tool, as the government has absolute discretion to shut down 

outlets critical of its policies. Media houses are licensed under strict conditions, 

deterring independent journalism.  

 

9. Sustained Anti-Government Coverage: It fails to evaluate whether mainstream media 

continues to criticize the government without facing repercussions, a critical indicator 

of press freedom. For instance, despite harsh crackdowns by Turkey (Rank 158), 

certain independent outlets, such as Cumhuriyet, continue anti-government reporting, 

but the Index fails to acknowledge this resilience. 
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10. Opposition Media Coverage: No assessment is made of whether opposition parties or 

leaders are granted media space, a factor essential to gauging the plurality of viewpoints 

in the media landscape. For example, Tajikistan (Rank 155) tightly controls state 

media, barring opposition voices entirely, while India (Rank 159) allows opposition 

coverage in private outlets, highlighting a crucial difference in press plurality despite 

similar rankings. 

 

11. Nature of Charges Against Journalists: The index does not differentiate between 

charges related to journalistic work and those concerning criminal or other non-media-

related activities. This lack of specificity distorts the portrayal of press freedom 

violations. The misuse of media for disinformation or dubious activities harming the 

interest of the nation remains a critical yet underreported dimension. In Turkey (Rank 

158), numerous journalists face accusations of supporting terrorism, some of which 

involve credible links to banned organizations. Conversely, others are arrested for 

merely criticizing government policies. 

 

12. Legal Redressal Mechanisms: The Index fails to examine whether journalists and 

media houses have access to fair legal redress or whether such avenues are 

systematically denied. Some countries demonstrate a disconnect between legal 

protections for journalists and their press freedom rankings. For instance, South Africa 

(Rank 38), despite strong constitutional protections, scores modestly due to occasional 

harassment and intimidation of journalists. Conversely, Mauritania (Rank 33), with 

limited practical press freedom, ranks relatively well, indicating potential overvaluation 

of legal frameworks in the Index. Such discrepancies highlight the Index's challenge in 

balancing legal provisions with on-the-ground realities. 

 

 

13. Overlooked Factors in Assessing Press Freedom:  The World Press Freedom Index 

overlooks several critical factors that shape media environments globally. Issues such 

as selective blocking of media or online platforms, censorship of foreign media outlets, 

and restrictions on journalistsô internal movement are not uniformly assessed, despite 

their significant impact on press freedom. Moreover, the Index does not consider the 

size of a country or the complexity of its governance, which influences media 

accessibility and oversight. In large or highly decentralized states, regional disparities 

in press freedom often go unreported, highlighting gaps in the Index's ability to provide 

a comprehensive analysis. 

Issues with the Questionnaire: 

1. Subjectivity and Bias: Many questions, such as those asking participants to rate the 

degree of government influence or transparency, rely heavily on personal opinion. For 

instance, questions like "How easily can the government achieve the dismissal of 

public broadcast journalists?" require individuals to provide subjective assessments 

that often is influenced by their personal experiences or political leanings. This skews 

the data and reduce its reliability across different respondents. 

2. Vague Response Categories: The use of response categories like "Somewhat," 

"Regularly," or "Occasionally" introduces ambiguity. For example, the question "Do 
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public media outlets ignore sensitive information?" offers answers like "Rarely" and 

"Systematically" without clear criteria for what qualifies as either. This lack of 

specificity leads to inconsistent interpretations by respondents. 

3. Lack of Contextual Nuance: Questions like "Is the news media able to achieve 

financial stability?" do not account for varying national circumstances, such as 

differences in economic systems, media ownership structures, or press freedom laws. 

This leads to oversimplified responses that do not reflect the complexities of the media 

landscape in different countries. 

4. Over-reliance on Broad Assertions: Some questions require respondents to make 

general judgments about complex topics, like "Are journalists monitored and/or spied 

on by the authorities?" These questions leads to oversimplification or sweeping 

statements that do not capture the full range of practices or legal structures in place. 

5. Inconsistent Application Across Contexts: Questions that assume a uniform 

experience for all journalists, such as "Have journalists been murdered in the past 12 

months?" or "Are journalists at risk of having their equipment seized?" are not 

relevant or appropriately scaled for every country. Countries with different media 

environments will experience these issues differently, yet the questionnaire doesn't 

allow for nuance in these variations. 

6. Limited Explanation for Responses: The final section offers limited space for 

elaboration, and many of the responses are single-option answers. This restricts the 

ability of respondents to provide context or explain why they selected certain answers. 

For example, when answering whether press coverage is independent, respondents 

have no opportunity to explain specific political or economic pressures that might 

exist. 

Unexpected or Flawed discrepancies 

 
Figure 6 Unexpected or Flawed discrepancies in the World Press Freedom Index 2024 
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¶ The Netherlands vs. Belgium: Despite Belgium's steady performance in recent years, 

ranking 16th with 81.49 points in 2024, the Netherlands, which faced a steep drop to 

28th in 2022 (77.93 points), managed to climb to 4th place by 2024 with 87.73 points. 

This sharp recovery raises questions about the consistency and accuracy of the criteria 

used, especially when both countries share similar media landscapes and challenges. 

 

¶ Mauritania vs. Germany: Mauritania saw a dramatic rise to 33rd place with 74.20 

points in 2024 from 97th in 2022, despite ongoing concerns about press freedom, 

censorship, and political interference in media. In contrast, Germany ranks 10th with 

83.84 points, despite its stable and well-established free press. The vast gap in 

institutional strength between these two countries doesn't seem well reflected in the 

rankings. 

 

¶ Ghana vs. Sierra Leone: Ghana ranks 50th in 2024 with 67.71 points, while Sierra 

Leone, despite its ongoing challenges with press freedom, ranks at 64th with 64.27 

points. Considering Ghana has a more robust media ecosystem, this ranking disparity 

highlights flaws in the evaluation process. 

 

¶ USA vs. Suriname and Namibia: The USA ranked at 55th in 2024, a global media 

leader with strong protections for freedom of speech under the First Amendment, ranks 

much lower than countries like Suriname at 28th and Namibia at 34th. While the USA 

faces issues related to media polarization, corporate influence, and the spread of 

misinformation, the stark contrast in rankings between a major democratic country and 

smaller nations with fewer media challenges seems overly critical. This suggests a flaw 

in how factors like media influence and the scale of freedom are evaluated.  

¶ India vs. Pakistan: In 2024, India ranks 159th with 31.28 points, while Pakistan is 

ranked slightly higher at 152nd with 33.90 points. This close ranking between two 

countries with contrasting media landscapes raises questions about the assessment 

criteria. India, a democratic nation with a vast and diverse media scene, faces significant 

issues like political interference, and polarized media coverage. In contrast, Pakistan, 

where the media operates under tighter restrictions and frequent pressures from both 

government and military influences, has a marginally better ranking. This narrow gap 

suggests that India's press freedom challenges may be weighted heavily in the ranking 

criteria, potentially underestimating the more severe forms of control that Pakistani 

media outlets often encounter. 
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Figure 7 Scoring of the WPFI (Source: https://rsf.org/en/methodology-used-compiling-world-press-freedom-index-

2024/) 

Data Limitations 
The ranking methodology includes a qualitative analysis based on responses from press 

freedom specialists, including journalists, researchers, academics, and human rights 

defenders. However, critical information regarding the number and list of these 

specialists is not disclosed, nor is the basis of their selection or their political ideologies 

made public. This lack of transparency raises questions about the representativeness and 

impartiality of the data.  

While the quantitative tally of abuses against media and journalists provides a more 

concrete basis for assessment (though it still faces issues outlined in the report), the 

qualitative analysis suffers from severe data limitations. The heavy reliance on subjective 

responses introduces a level of variability that does not accurately reflect the press freedom 

situation across countries, making the rankings potentially sensitive to bias and individual 

perspectives. 

 

Cultural and Regional Bias 
The methodology for evaluating press freedom, despite aiming for a universal framework, 

still embeds cultural and regional biases. Each countryôs score is based on five contextual 

indicators: political context, legal framework, economic context, sociocultural context, 

and safety. While these indicators are uniformly applied, they reflect diverse regional 

norms and expectations, which results in varying interpretations of press freedom. 

For instance, in countries like France and Germany, legal restrictions on hate speech and 

extremist content are seen as measures to protect social harmony, but they are interpreted 

as censorship in the context of press freedom evaluations. In contrast, Saudi Arabia, Iran 

and many other Middle Eastern countries have strict restrictions on media coverage of 

political or religious issues, as these are often deeply ingrained in their societal norms and 

governance frameworks. When measured by a universal standard, such countries receive 

low scores despite public acceptance of these norms in the local context. 

https://rsf.org/en/methodology-used-compiling-world-press-freedom-index-2024/
https://rsf.org/en/methodology-used-compiling-world-press-freedom-index-2024/
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In terms of political context, Turkey and India face criticism for political interference in 

media, yet the nature of political influence differs. In Turkey, the government directly 

controls major media channels, while in India, political influence is often exerted through 

economic pressures, such as advertising and ownership, and the use of investigation 

agencies to build pressure. These distinctions are not fully captured by a single set of 

evaluation questions, potentially disadvantaging countries where political influence on 

media takes different forms. 

Similarly, in the sociocultural context indicator, countries with strong religious or cultural 

identities, such as Pakistan and Indonesia, may score lower due to pressures on journalists 

not to criticize religious institutions or traditional practices. However, these constraints are 

often culturally embedded and may not face the same local resistance as they would in 

secular or Western countries. The uniform weighting of all questions also leads to 

inconsistencies in evaluation; for example, both Finland and South Korea face issues 

around gender equality in media, but these are perceived and addressed differently due to 

regional cultural norms. 

Overall, these examples highlight that a ñone-size-fits-allò approach does not fully capture 

the complexities of press freedom across different cultural and regional settings, leading to 

ratings that favour Western-style press freedom norms over other governance and societal 

structures. 

 

Controversies  
Following are the controversies surrounding the World Press Freedom Index (WPFI) raised by 

different countries: 

¶ China: China views the Index as a politicized tool that overlooks improvements in 

access to news, digital technology, and economic stability while focusing on criticisms 

from foreign perspectives. 

 

¶ Russia: Russia frequently dismisses the Index as an instrument of Western propaganda, 

pointing out that it fails to account for Russian security concerns and local standards of 

media regulation. 

 

¶ Middle Eastern Countries (e.g., Saudi Arabia, UAE): Leaders contend the Index 

fails to respect "cultural norms" and regional values around media, instead promoting 

Western ideals that donôt align with their governance approach. 

 

¶ Hungary:  The Hungarian government and its supporters argue that RSF 

disproportionately targets countries with conservative policies, reflecting a Western, 

liberal bias in its assessments.  

 

¶ India: The Indian government and certain media bodies have argued that RSFôs 

assessments lack transparency and overly emphasize incidents of violence and 

intimidation against journalists, which they claim are outliers. 
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Corruption Perceptions Index 
The Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) is a widely used tool for evaluating perceived levels 

of public sector corruption across 180 countries. Compiled annually by Transparency 

International since 1995, the index scores nations on a scale from 0 (highly corrupt) to 100 

(very clean) based on assessments by experts and business leaders. The 2023 CPI, covering 

the period from May 2022 to April 2023, places Denmark, Finland, and New Zealand at 

the top of the list, while Somalia, South Sudan, and Syria are ranked as the most corrupt.  

 
Figure 8 The CPI Scale (Source: https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2023/) 

 
Figure 9 Corruption Perceptions Index Map (Source: https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/CPI2023_Map_EN.pdf/) 

https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/2023/
https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/CPI2023_Map_EN.pdf/











































































































