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ABSTRACT

The growth of digital journalism has significantly transformed Malayalam news media in Kerala by increasing public access to
information and audience engagement. At the same time, digital media has created new political, economic, and institutional
pressures that affect journalistic freedom and editorial independence. This study examines public perception of self-censorship in
Malayalam news media and explores how audiences view the influence of political pressure, corporate interests, legal risks, and
digital media practices on journalism. It also analyses the relationship between perceived self-censorship and public trust in media
organizations.

The study used a qualitative and exploratory approach supported by survey analysis. Data was collected from 171 respondents
across different districts of Kerala through questionnaires, along with secondary sources such as books, journal articles, and media
studies. The findings show that a majority of respondents believe self-censorship exists in Malayalam news media, mainly due to
political pressure, advertiser influence, selective reporting, and avoidance of controversial topics. Television news channels were
perceived as the most self-censoring media platforms. The study concludes that self-censorship is a structural issue shaped by
political, economic, technological, and psychological factors, highlighting the need for stronger editorial independence,
transparency, and ethical journalism practices to maintain public trust.

Keywords: Self-censorship, Malayalam News Media, Public Perception, Media Trust, Digital Journalism, Kerala, Editorial
Independence, Political Pressure, Gatekeeping, Newsroom Culture

INTRODUCTION

Media institutions play a vital role in democratic societies by informing citizens, shaping public opinion, and ensuring
accountability through journalism. For media organizations to effectively perform these functions, they must maintain editorial
independence, transparency, and public trust. However, modern journalism operates within complex political, economic, and
technological environments that often influence editorial decisions. These pressures can lead journalists and editors to suppress or
avoid certain information due to fear of negative consequences, a phenomenon commonly known as self-censorship. Scholars such
as Cook (1998) and Schauer (2006) explain that self-censorship emerges from institutional expectations, professional caution, and
fear of retaliation rather than direct censorship.

The growth of digital journalism has intensified these challenges by exposing journalists to political pressure, online harassment,
advertiser influence, and audience-driven media practices. Herman and Chomsky (1988) argue that ownership patterns, advertising
dependence, and political alignments shape media narratives and restrict diverse viewpoints. In Kerala, Malayalam news media
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Public Perception of Self-Censorship in Malayalam News Media

operates within a highly politicized and commercially competitive environment where digital engagement metrics and advertiser
interests increasingly affect newsroom practices. This study examines public perceptions of self-censorship in Malayalam news
media and explores how political, economic, technological, and institutional pressures influence journalistic practices and public
trust in journalism.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
e To examine fear as an analytical lens for understanding newsroom behaviour.
« To identify key drivers of self-regulation in digital journalism

« To explore journalists’ lived experiences of editorial restraint.
 To assess the role of digital platforms and economic structures in shaping content decisions.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

This study makes several significant contributions to media scholarship, journalism practice, and public understanding of the
media ecosystem in Kerala. Theoretically, it contributes to expanding the scholarly discourse on censorship beyond its explicit and
legally imposed forms to include internalized, structural forms of editorial control that operate through institutional culture,
economic dependency, and psychological mechanisms. By cantering the analysis on Kerala's digital news environment, the study
also highlights the unique and context-specific challenges faced by regional media systems that are often overlooked in research
dominated by national or global perspectives.

By examining both dimensions of media newsrooms and public perceptions simultaneously, it provides a more complete and
understanding of how self-censorship operates within media systems and its broader social and democratic implications. Such
comprehensive understanding is essential for media organizations seeking to rebuild public trust, for policymakers designing
frameworks to protect freedom of press, and for online platforms considering their role in shaping the present state of journalism.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Self-censorship in journalism refers to the voluntary suppression, modification, or omission of information by journalists due to
perceived external pressures rather than direct censorship. Scholars such as Cook (1998) and Schauer (2006)explain that journalists
often avoid sensitive topics because of fear of political retaliation, legal consequences, professional risks, or public hostility Cook
(1998) and Schauer (2006). Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky, through the Propaganda Model, argue that political, economic,
and institutional structures shape media content by limiting critical voices and narrowing public discourse Herman and Chomsky
(1988). In digital media environments, the “chilling effect” further intensifies as journalists anticipate online harassment, criticism,
and reputational damage Barendt (2005).

Political influence, economic dependence, newsroom culture, and audience reactions collectively contribute to self-censorship
practices. In Kerala’s Malayalam media landscape, political polarization, advertiser pressure, and dependence on digital engagement
metrics strongly influence editorial decisions. Robert W. McChesney highlights how commercial dependence and advertising
pressures shape journalistic practices McChesney (2008), while Pamela J. Shoemaker and Tim P. Vos explain that newsroom culture
and gatekeeping normalize self-regulation within media institutions Shoemaker and Vos (2009). Michel Foucault further argues that
institutional norms encourage individuals to discipline their own behavior without direct coercion Foucault (1977). Additionally,
online hostility and organized trolling create psychological pressure on journalists, encouraging cautious reporting and avoidance
of controversial subjects, particularly among female journalists.

RESEARCH GAP

Despite the rapidly growing importance of regional digital media in shaping public discourse and political communication in
India, there remains a significant and consequential gap in scholarly research specifically examining self-censorship practices within
Malayalam newsrooms. The existing body of research on media censorship and editorial constraint in India largely focuses on overt,
legally imposed censorship mechanisms or addresses media dynamics at the national level, frequently overlooking the distinctive
localized experiences, structural conditions, and political dynamics that characterize regional media systems. The specific pressures
operating within Kerala's media environment — including the state's particular political culture, the dominance of specific media
conglomerates, and the rapid digitization of news consumption — remain insufficiently studied.

Furthermore, the dimension of public perception of self-censorship has been substantially underexplored in the existing
literature, which tends to focus on the experiences of journalists and editors rather than how audiences perceive and respond to
editorial constraints. Given that public trust in media institutions is closely and demonstrably linked to audience perceptions of
media credibility, editorial independence, and transparency, understanding how audiences perceive self-censorship is essential for
comprehensively evaluating the health and democratic functioning of the media ecosystem. If audiences systematically believe that
news content is shaped by hidden constraints rather than independent editorial judgment, the erosion of public trust may have
profound and lasting consequences for democratic communication and civic participation.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

A multi-level analytical architecture capable of addressing structural, organizational, and psychological dimensions of self-
censorship simultaneously, offering a comprehensive theoretical foundation for interpreting the empirical findings of this study.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
RESEARCH DESIGN

This study adopts a qualitative and exploratory research design to examine the phenomenon of self-censorship in Malayalam
news media from the perspective of public audiences. A qualitative approach is considered particularly appropriate because the
study aims to understand the subjective meanings, perceptions, and interpretive frameworks that audiences bring to their
understanding of journalistic practices and media institutions. Rather than generating statistically generalizable numerical
measurements, the research prioritizes in-depth interpretation of attitudes, experiences, and social understandings related to self-
censorship. The exploratory dimension of the design reflects the relatively underexplored nature of the specific research questions
being addressed, particularly the relationship between audience perception of self-censorship and public trust in regional media.

RESEARCH HYPOTHESES
e H1 Public perception of self-censorship significantly affects overall trust in Malayalam news media.

¢ H2 Individuals who are familiar with the concept of self-censorship are more likely to perceive its existence in Malayalam
news media.

e H3 Individuals who primarily consume digital or social media news perceive higher levels of self-censorship compared to
traditional media consumers.

SAMPLING TECHNIQUE AND SAMPLE SIZE

The study employed a non-probability convenience sampling method to collect survey responses from audiences across Kerala.
Convenience sampling was selected as the most appropriate method given the study's focus on gathering opinions from individuals
who are readily accessible and actively engaged with Malayalam news media. Respondents were selected based on their availability,
willingness to participate, and self-reported familiarity with news consumption from any combination of television, newspapers,
digital platforms, and social media networks. The survey included participants from multiple districts across Kerala to ensure
geographical diversity in perspectives.

A total of 171 respondents participated in the survey.

DATA COLLECTION METHOD

Primary data was collected through a structured questionnaire survey designed to gather information about media consumption
habits, awareness and understanding of self-censorship, overall trust in Malayalam news media. The survey was administered
through Google Forms and distributed via social media networks, enabling participants from different districts of Kerala to respond
conveniently and accessibly.

DATA ANALYSIS METHOD

The data collected was analysed using both descriptive interpretation and percentage analysis appropriate to the qualitative and
exploratory orientation of the study. Graphs, charts, and percentage distributions were used to present the quantitative dimensions
of the findings clearly and accessibly, while thematic analysis was employed to identify patterns and connections in respondents'
perceptions.

ANALYSIS
DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS

The survey attracted a predominantly young respondent base. The majority of respondents belong to the 18-25 age group
(38.1%), indicating particularly strong participation from young adults who are intensive users of digital media platforms. The 26-
35 age category accounts for 28% of respondents, while 23.8% belong to the 36-50 age group. Respondents aged 51-65 constitute
8.9% of the sample, and only a very small percentage are above 65 years of age. The demographic profile indicates that the study
primarily reflects the opinions and media perceptions of younger and middle-aged audiences who engage most actively with digital
platforms, television news channels, and online journalism platforms. Their participation provides particularly relevant insights into
current public perceptions regarding self-censorship and media credibility in a rapidly digitalizing news environment.
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Your age
168 responses

® 1825
23.8% ® 26-35
@ 36-50
® 51-65
28% @ Above 65

— |

DISTRICT-WISE DISTRIBUTION AND GEOGRAPHIC DIVERSITY

Your district
170 responses

@ Thiruvananthapuram
@ Kollam

@ Pathanamthitta

@ Alappuzha

@ Kottayam

@ Idukki

@ Ernakulam

@ Thrissur

112V

The geographic distribution of respondents reflects meaningful diversity across Kerala's districts. The highest concentration of
respondents comes from Kollam (19.4%), followed by Thiruvananthapuram (9.4%). Respondents from Idukki (7.6%), Ernakulam
(7.1%), and other districts including Alappuzha, Pathanamthitta, Kottayam, and Thrissur also contributed substantially to the survey.
This geographical diversity strengthens the reliability of the data collected and ensures that the findings reflect broader audience
perceptions across Kerala's diverse regional media environment rather than the perspectives of any single urban center or district.

PRIMARY NEWS SOURCES AND PLATFORM PREFERENCES

What is your PRIMARY source for Malayalam news?
170 responses

@ Malayalam television news channels
@ Malayalam newspapers (print)

@ Malayalam news websites/apps

@ WhatsApp forward groups

@ YouTube news channels

I —
V @ Facebook/Twitter/Instagram pages
18.8% ® Other
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Social media platforms including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram dominate as the primary source of Malayalam news among
respondents at 37.1%, indicating a fundamental and far-reaching shift toward digital, easily accessible, and algorithmically curated
news content. Malayalam print newspapers remain significant at 24.7%, reflecting a continuing degree of trust and loyalty toward
traditional print media among a substantial segment of the audience. Television news channels account for 18.8% of primary news
consumption, demonstrating that broadcast media still holds meaningful relevance but has clearly been displaced from its former
dominance as the primary news source. YouTube news channels contribute 11.2% of primary news consumption, highlighting the
growing influence of video-based digital news formats. The overall data reveals a decisive transition from traditional media toward
social and digital platforms as the primary means of Malayalam news consumption, with significant implications for the conditions
under which journalism is produced and consumed.

PUBLIC PERCEPTION OF SELF-CENSORSHIP

Is self-censorship exists in Malayalam news media?
171 responses

@ Strongly disagree
@ Disagree

{
48% Neutral
@ Agree
@ Strongly Agree

~~

The survey findings provide compelling evidence of widespread public awareness and concern regarding self-censorship in
Malayalam news media. Out of 171 responses, 48% agreed and 11.1% strongly agreed with the statement that self-censorship exists
in Malayalam news media, demonstrating that nearly 59% of respondents perceive self-censorship as a significant and real
phenomenon within the media landscape. Meanwhile, 32.2% of respondents remained neutral, suggesting either genuine
uncertainty about the extent of the problem, limited direct exposure to discussions of media self-censorship, or deliberate caution in
expressing strong positions on a sensitive topic. Only a small proportion of respondents actively disagreed or strongly disagreed
with the presence of self-censorship, indicating that skepticism about the existence of self-censorship is a minority position among
the surveyed population. These results reflect broad public concern about editorial pressures, political influence, and institutional
constraints affecting journalistic freedom in Malayalam media.

OVERALL, TRUST IN MALAYALAM NEWS MEDIA

Overall trust in Malayalam news media
171 responses

60
55 (32.2%)

40

40 (23.4%) 41 (24%)

26 (15.2%)
20

9 (5.3%)

The distribution of trust levels among respondents reveals a pattern of moderate to low public confidence in Malayalam news
media. Out of 171 responses, the highest proportion of participants rated their overall trust at level 2 on a 5-point scale (32.2%),
followed by level 3 (24%) and level 1 (23.4%). In sharp contrast, only 15.2% of respondents selected level 4, and a mere 5.3%
selected the highest trust level of 5. This distribution indicates that a significant majority of respondents hold limited or cautious
trust in Malayalam news media, with few expressing high or very high confidence in media credibility and reliability. The
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concentration of responses at the lower end of the trust spectrum signals deep-seated skepticism about the objectivity, transparency,
and journalistic independence of Malayalam news organizations.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SELF-CENSORSHIP AND TRUST

Self-censorship affects my trust in news
168 responses

@ Strongly disagree
@ Disagree
Neutral
@ Agree
@ Strongly Agree

The survey data reveals a clear and significant relationship between respondents' perceptions of self-censorship and their
overall trust in news media. A substantial 42.3% of respondents agreed and 15.5% strongly agreed that self-censorship directly
influences and diminishes their trust in news media, representing nearly 58% of the total respondent population. In comparison,
30.4% maintained a neutral position, while a relatively small minority disagreed (9.5%) or strongly disagreed. The high proportion
of respondents who acknowledge that perceived self-censorship directly affects their trust in journalism confirms the central
hypothesis of this study and underscores the critical relationship between editorial independence and audience confidence in media
institutions.

KEY DRIVERS OF SELF-CENSORSHIP AS PERCEIVED BY AUDIENCES
What are the reasons that self-censorship in news media affects your trust in news? ( Select top

three factors)
171 responses

Lack of transparency in reporting 78 (45.6%)

Avoidance of sensitive or

0,
controversial topics 85 (49.7%)

Influence of political pressure 111 (64.9%)

Influence of corporate or
advertiser interests

Biased or one-sided presentation
of facts

96 (56.1%)
80 (46.8%)

Fear-driven reporting constraints 63 (36.8%)

0 25 50 75 100 125

The survey findings identify political pressure as overwhelmingly the most significant factor perceived by audiences to drive
self-censorship and erode trust in news media, selected by 64.9% of participants a clear majority that signals the centrality of political
influence in shaping public understanding of media dynamics in Kerala. Corporate and advertiser interests were identified as the
second most significant factor by 56.1% of respondents, reflecting substantial concern about commercial dependencies within media
organizations and their effect on editorial freedom. Avoidance of sensitive or controversial topics was cited by 49.7% of respondents,
while biased or one-sided presentation of facts was identified by 46.8%. A lack of transparency in reporting was noted by 45.6% of
respondents, and fear-driven reporting constraints referring to journalists' personal fears of retaliation or consequences were
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identified by 36.8%. Together, these findings paint a picture of audiences who are sophisticated in their understanding of the multiple
and interconnected pressures that shape journalistic practice.

MEDIA OUTLET MOST PERCEIVED TO PRACTICE SELF-CENSORSHIP

Which outlet practices MOST self-censorship?
170 responses

@ Television news channels
@ Print newspapers

Digital news websites
@ Social media news pages
@ None

The survey results indicate that television news channels are perceived by the largest proportion of respondents (35.3%) as the
media outlet most likely to practice self-censorship, making it the most frequently selected category by a clear margin. This finding
is particularly significant given that television news channels still maintain substantial audiences and are often perceived as the most
authoritative and influential mainstream news source. Social media news pages were identified as the second most self-censoring
medium by 24.1% of respondents, reflecting growing concern about the editorial independence and reliability of news circulated
through social media platforms. Print newspapers were identified by 17.1% of respondents, while digital news websites were cited
by 14.7%. Only 8.8% of respondents believed that no media outlet practices self-censorship, confirming that the perception of self-
censorship is widespread and near-universal among the surveyed population.

KEY FINDINGS

Based on comprehensive analysis of survey responses from 171 respondents across multiple districts of Kerala, the following
key findings have emerged from this study:

A substantial majority nearly 59% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that self-censorship exists in Malayalam news
media, reflecting widespread public awareness of structural and institutional constraints on journalistic independence.

Public trust in Malayalam news media is predominantly moderate to low, with the largest group of respondents rating their
trust atlevel 2 on a 5-point scale and only 5.3% expressing the highest level of trust.

More than half (approximately 58%) of respondents agreed that self-censorship directly affects their confidence in news
media, establishing a clear and significant relationship between perceived editorial constraint and audience trust.

Political pressure was identified as the single most significant perceived driver of self-censorship, selected by 64.9% of
respondents, followed by corporate or advertiser interests (56.1%), topic avoidance (49.7%), and biased reporting (46.8%).

Television news channels are perceived as the media outlet most likely to practice self-censorship (35.3%), followed by social
media news pages (24.1%), print newspapers (17.1%), and digital news websites (14.7%).

Social media platforms dominate as the primary source of Malayalam news consumption (37.1%), reflecting a decisive shift
from traditional to digital media that has significant implications for the conditions of both journalism and audience trust.

The study sample was dominated by younger respondents (18-35 years), suggesting that concerns about self-censorship and
media credibility are particularly prominent among digitally connected audiences who actively engage with multiple news
platforms.

Geographic diversity of respondents across Kerala's districts enhances the representativeness and reliability of the findings,
capturing varied regional perspectives on Malayalam media practices.

DISCUSSIONS

The findings of this study strongly support existing theories and research on media self-censorship. The widespread public
perception of self-censorship in Malayalam news media aligns with the Propaganda Model proposed by Herman and Chomsky
(1988), which explains how political influence, ownership patterns, and advertising dependency shape media content. The study
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identified political pressure as the major factor influencing self-censorship, reflecting Kerala’s politically polarized media

environment where media organizations often face pressure from political parties, government institutions, and organized public
groups. This supports theories of political parallelism, which argue that media systems in politically competitive societies tend to
align with particular political interests.

The study also found that self-censorship negatively affects public trust in Malayalam news media, suggesting that audiences
increasingly question the credibility and independence of journalism. Although digital and social media platforms have become
major sources of news consumption, audiences still perceive these spaces as vulnerable to advertiser influence, algorithmic control,
and audience-driven pressures. The findings further highlight the psychological dimensions of self-censorship, where journalists
may avoid sensitive reporting due to fear of political retaliation, legal consequences, or online harassment. These results indicate
that self-censorship is shaped by both structural pressures and individual psychological factors, emphasizing the need for stronger
editorial independence and institutional safeguards in Malayalam journalism.

CONCLUSIONS

This study examined public perception of self-censorship in Malayalam news media through a survey conducted among
respondents across Kerala. The findings reveal that self-censorship is widely perceived as a major issue influenced by political
pressure, advertiser influence, commercial interests, newsroom culture, and audience hostility. Political pressure emerged as the
most significant factor affecting editorial independence, while growing commercialization and digital media competition further
contribute to cautious reporting practices. The study also found that public perception of self-censorship negatively affects trust in
Malayalam news media, supporting the view that editorial independence is essential for maintaining media credibility and
democratic communication. The research highlights that self-censorship operates as both an individual and institutional
phenomenon shaped by political, economic, and psychological pressures. In the digital era, journalists face challenges such as online
harassment, political retaliation, and advertiser influence, which often encourage self-regulation in reporting. The study emphasizes
the need for stronger editorial independence, transparent media practices, and better institutional protection for journalists to
rebuild public trust and strengthen ethical journalism in Kerala’s evolving media landscape.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The study has certain limitations that should be acknowledged. It was limited to Malayalam news media in Kerala and may not represent
other media systems. The use of convenience sampling and online surveys may have restricted demographic diversity, particularly excluding
less digitally connected populations. Most respondents belonged to younger age groups, which may have influenced the findings toward
digitally active audiences. The research focused mainly on public perception and did not include direct newsroom observation or detailed
interviews with journalists and editors. Additionally, self-reported responses may contain subjective bias, and the rapidly changing digital
and political environment may affect the long-term relevance of the findings.
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