
ECONOMIC 
NOTES

The virtues of press freedom are widely recog-
nized today. It strengthens democracy by raising 
the expectations of citizens, by forming a 
“fourth estate” or “power” distinct from the 
three powers of government,1 and by reducing 
corruption.2 It is also conducive to economic 
development, facilitating the circulation of infor-
mation that is indispensable to economic actors.

Economic freedom, another essential liberty, is 
for its part underappreciated. Yet it makes a 
substantial contribution to the improvement of 
human well-being,3 in addition to which it is a 
necessary condition for ensuring a certain 
degree of press freedom.

TWO FREEDOMS THAT GO HAND IN HAND
Economic freedom implies the possibility of choos-
ing among goods and services and engaging in vol-
untary exchange with others in a competitive market. 
Governments favour economic freedom when they 
provide a legal framework ensuring the respect of 
property rights and the enforcement of contracts. 
They impinge upon it when they replace the market 
coordination of economic activities with regulations 
and restrictions on trade and entrepreneurship.4

Press freedom is an essential component of a dem-
ocracy in which individual rights and freedoms are 
respected. It constitutes one of the countervailing 
powers to those of the government and helps civil 
society to organize itself and make its voice heard. 
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It implies that journalists can practise their profession 
unhindered.

Press freedom emerged fairly recently in human hist-
ory, and its birth is closely linked to the development 
of the market economy. The first regularly published 
newspaper was printed in 1605 by entrepreneurial 
printer Johann Carolus from Strasbourg in order to 
reproduce the news that was circulated by German 
postal services. He was responding to a growing 
demand for information, providing a low-cost service 
made possible by the invention of the printing press.

This service could be provided independently of the 
decrees of kings and queens thanks to the risks taken 
by entrepreneurs—often booksellers—who helped 
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spread critical thinking throughout Europe, 
which in turn favoured political 
emancipation.5

A MARKET FOR IDEAS
Nobel laureate Ronald Coase explained 
that ideas are goods like other goods and 
that there is a market for ideas with produ-
cers and consumers. As in any market, cer-
tain producers are honest and others are 
dishonest, but regulators are human beings 
like everyone else, susceptible to the influ-
ence of pressure groups and with personal 
motives of their own. It is therefore danger-
ous to want to regulate this market since the 
regulators are not necessarily best suited to 
determine which are the best ideas.6

The link between economic freedom and 
press freedom was established more for-
mally by two other Nobel laureates, Milton 
Friedman and Friedrich Hayek.7 They 
showed that reducing economic freedom 
necessarily entailed a reduction in civil and 
political rights such as the freedom to 
express one’s ideas. Indeed, as Hayek 
wrote, “[W]hoever controls all economic 
activity controls the means for all our ends.”8 
Conversely, a certain level of economic freedom is 
necessary to ensure the sustainability of a stable 
democratic system: A market economy lets each per-
son earn income allowing him or her to make deci-
sions independent of political leaders.

For as long as measures of economic and political 
freedom have existed, there has never been a case 
of a democratic society that respects individual rights 
without at least a minimum of economic freedom.9 
The free market, by ensuring a separation of eco-
nomic and political power, is a guarantor of freedom 
of expression: It allows for competition between the 
buyers and sellers of information and ideas, which 
guarantees pluralism.10

In a real market economy, an avid defender of social-
ism will always have the possibility of finding donors, 
investors, and clients to finance the dissemination of 
his or her opinions. However, in an economy controlled 

by the government, a political dissident will have 
greater difficulty expressing his or her opinions 
because of the bureaucratic authorizations required, 
the difficulty of finding independent financing, or 
simply because of government-imposed censorship.

The degree of government control over the econ-
omy necessarily has an impact on those who pro-
duce information. A good way to silence a 
newspaper, a television station, or a website is to tax 
it or to regulate it strictly. The freer a country is eco-
nomically and the more it facilitates the entry of new 
actors onto the market (which means fewer regulated 
professions and fewer barriers of any kind), the 
greater the chance that the press will be free. What 
is good for companies in general is also good for 
news organizations. The validity of these principles 
has been confirmed in the real world.

A STRONG, SIGNIFICANT LINK
Two studies looking at the contemporary situation 
have shown that the level of press freedom is con-
nected to the level of economic freedom.11 
According to the first, 71% of those countries with 
the most economic freedom also provide a high 
degree of press freedom, explained in particular by 
openness to foreign markets and respect for prop-
erty rights. The second study, for its part, revealed 
that greater economic control of the media by gov-
ernment is associated with less freedom for journalists.

The free market, by ensuring a 
separation of economic and political 
power, is a guarantor of freedom of 
expression.
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Link between economic freedom and press freedom, 
2015

 
Sources: Freedom House, Freedom of the Press 2017: Press Freedom’s Dark Horizon, April 2017; 
James Gwartney, Robert Lawson, and Joshua Hall, Economic Freedom of the World: 2017 Annual 
Report, Fraser Institute, September 2017.
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The degree of press freedom and eco-
nomic freedom can also be analyzed using 
two indices that have measured these vari-
ables over more than twenty years. The first 
index, from the Fraser Institute’s Economic 
Freedom of the World report, takes into 
account the size of government, the legal 
system and property rights, the soundness 
of the currency, the freedom to trade inter-
nationally, and regulation.12 The second, 
from Freedom House’s Freedom of the 
Press report, takes into account the polit-
ical, economic, and legal contexts that influ-
ence the work of journalists.13

​The cross-referencing of these two indices 
for the year 2015 confirms the result of the 
studies mentioned above. In general, the 
more economically free a country is, the more 
press freedom exists there (see Figure 1). 
The connection is statistically significant 
and strong, with a one-point (out of ten) 
increase in economic freedom entailing on 
average a fourteen-point (out of 100) 
increase in press freedom.14

This describes, for example, the countries 
of Western Europe and North America, but 
also certain Latin American countries like 
Chile and Uruguay. Conversely, countries 
with a low level of economic freedom, like 
Venezuela, Bolivia, Argentina, and Algeria, also have 
a low level of press freedom.

Certainly, a high degree of economic freedom does 
not by itself guarantee more press freedom.15 For 
example, Singapore and Hong Kong (in yellow in 
Figure 1) enjoy a high level of economic freedom, 
but a low level of press freedom. However, it is clear 
from the data that a minimum level of economic 
freedom is a necessary precondition to ensuring a 
minimum level of press freedom: No country with a 
free press is in the bottom quartile in terms of eco-
nomic freedom. This is moreover a causal link: The 
degree of economic freedom for a given year 
explains in large part the degree of press freedom 
of the following year, and not the other way 
around.16

If we look at the five sub-indicators of economic free-
dom, the protection of property rights and the free-
dom to trade internationally17 are the two that are 
most conducive to press freedom,18 as also noted in 
one of the studies cited above. Economic freedom 
also has more of an effect among countries that are 
less economically free than among the freest 
countries.19

The link between economic freedom and freedom of 
the press is stronger in low- or lower-middle-income 
countries than in high-income countries.20 In other 
words, economic freedom is even more conducive to 
press freedom in poorer countries.

TWO FREEDOMS THAT EVOLVE TOGETHER
The connection between economic freedom and 
press freedom at a given point in time is established. 
What about the evolution of the two indices over a 
given period? Of the 111 countries examined, only 
25 experienced an increase in press freedom 
between 2001 and 2015. But among this select 
group, a very large majority (19) also experienced an 
increase in economic freedom.

Furthermore, eight of the ten countries having experi-
enced the largest decreases in economic freedom 

There has never been a case of a 
democratic society respecting 
individual rights without at least a 
minimum of economic freedom.
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Evolution of press freedom, 10 largest positive and 
negative variations in economic freedom, 2001-2015

 
Note: A country can have progressed substantially yet still have a relatively low level of freedom. This is the 
case for Zimbabwe, for example. 
Sources: Freedom House, Freedom of the Press 2017: Press Freedom’s Dark Horizon, April 2017; James 
Gwartney, Robert Lawson, and Joshua Hall, Economic Freedom of the World: 2017 Annual Report, Fraser 
Institute, September 2017.
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also experienced a decrease in press freedom (see 
Figure 2). The relationship is weaker in the other dir-
ection: Only half of the countries having experienced 
the largest increases in economic freedom also 
experienced an increase in press freedom.

It can also be observed that the governments of cer-
tain South American countries, by increasing their 
control and regulation of the economy during the 
same period, have contributed to sharp reductions in 
press freedom.21

The conclusions about the nature of the link between 
economic freedom and press freedom are the same 
if we cross-reference the Economic Freedom of the 
World index with another indicator of press freedom 
prepared by Reporters without Borders for each of 
the years from 2004 to 2015.22 In other words, in 
places with a high degree of economic freedom, 
fewer journalists are attacked, fewer laws and regula-
tions are imposed on the media, and there is less 
political pressure to control content.

CONCLUSION
There is a lot of room for improvement when it comes 
to freedom of expression and the independence of 
journalists around the world, as the Freedom House 
and Reporters without Borders reports regularly 
point out. Such improvement can be accomplished 
through economic liberalization. Indeed, many of the 
countries where significant progress could be 
achieved suffer from a lack of economic freedom.

Even though other factors, like the political system, 
influence the independence of journalists, and even 
though economic freedom is not sufficient by itself 
to guarantee press freedom, it nonetheless remains a 
necessary condition. Economic freedom therefore 
constitutes one promising avenue of reforms, as it 
favours prosperity while also favouring non-economic 
factors—above all, freedom of the press.
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Countries with a high level of economic 
freedom are generally those with the 
most press freedom.


