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Following the successful completion of data collection for the second work 
package (WP2), consisting of quantitative and qualitative comparative study 
across four countries – the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Serbia –  

the second year of The Illiberal Turn project has been devoted mainly to data 
analysis and writing up, as well as to dissemination and impact-related activities. 

The pandemic has brought considerable challenges to our project and led to 
some adjustments to its schedule, including the extension of the project by six 
months (to finish in May 2022); nevertheless, we were able to carry out most of 

the tasks envisaged for this period as planned. 

Key takeaways from the report:

• Our population survey revealed that in 
Hungary and Serbia, people view the vast 
majority of news outlets as not independent, 
while in Poland and the Czech Republic, most 
brands are positioned closer to the middle of 
the independence scale;

• Perceived independence displays high 
correlation with trust in the news brands  
in all countries but Serbia; 

• According to our expert survey, news 
media landscapes in all four countries 
are significantly polarized on the liberal-
conservative ideological spectrum; polarization 
on the anti- vs. pro-government scale is most 
prominent in Hungary and Serbia, while in 
Poland and the Czech Republic, more brands 
are classified as neutral;

• Most people have a relatively diverse news 
media diets, combining sources representing 
different ideological and political standpoints; 
however, close to a third of the respondents 
– and nearly half of those from Serbia –  
display high level of homogeneity in their 
news repertoires;

• Shedding light on the patterns of people’s 
engagement with the news during the early 
stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, qualitative 
interviews and media diaries showed a 
marked increase in news consumption and 
especially reliance on television and live 
broadcasts; patterns also varied considerably 
across the countries, depending on the 
specific crisis management policies and 
political developments. 

• Distrust of medical experts appointed to 
national crisis bodies  often led people to look 
for alternative sources of expert information 
online, and made them more vulnerable to 
misinformation;

• The interviews on the subject of news 
consumption and immigration revealed 
that one of the most important sources of 
information about immigration were family, 
friends, and acquaintances; information 
received from these sources was presented 
as more trustworthy than information 
received from news media, and was regularly 
used to justify one’s views on the topic.

WP2 – Quantitative strand 

Designed as the core work package of  
the project, WP2 has focused on examining 
the links between consumption of specific 
types and brands of news media, and 
users’ political attitudes (including 
their support of and trust to democratic 
institutions), with particular attention  
paid to those issues that are known to  
be polarizing and that are being exploited 
by illiberal political actors across the  
four countries.        

Apart from the population survey on a 
representative sample of the population (N=4,092, 
national sample sizes between 1,001 and 1,042), 
the quantitative strand of WP2 has also included 
an expert survey, carried out between February 
and May 2020 among selected country experts 
composed of academics, media professionals 
and media advocacy NGO representatives (N=60, 
number of experts per country between 12 and 17). 
The purpose of the expert survey was to obtain an 
independent assessment of the ideological position, 
independence and trustworthiness of the same set 
of news media channels in each country that the 
respondents have been evaluating. 

What did we find?
Among the topics explored as part of the WP2 data 
analysis were the issues of media independence 
(from government, ownership or other pressures) 
and bias. These were measured both on the level 
general population’s perception and via the experts’ 
assessment. In Serbia and Hungary the average 
scores for the vast majority of the brands that were 
part of the sample are below the mid-point of the 
scale, i.e. they are not considered as independent 
by the general public, including public service 
broadcasters. In Poland and in the Czech Republic, 
most brands gravitate towards the centre of the 
scale; among those that are within the decisively 
“non-independent zone” are the Polish public 
service broadcasters (TVP and Polskie Radio) or 
the brands controlled by the Czech Prime Minister 
(Mladá fronta DNES, iDNES.cz). 

Overall, there is a significant positive correlation 
between the perception of individual brands’ 
independence and people’s trust in these brands, 
even though the correlation is notably lower in 
Serbia (r = 0.64) than in the rest of the countries 
(where it reaches between 0.79 in the Czech 
Republic and 0.87 in Poland), suggesting that 
perceived lack of independence of particular brands 
might not always lead to mistrust, which seems 
to be especially the case of the public service 
broadcaster RTS. In all countries, there is also a 
strong correlation between people’s perception 
of media brands’ independence and the expert 
evaluation of the same brands (from r = 0.74 in 
Hungary to 0.82 in Serbia; see the Appendix for 
further details). 
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Media polarization
With polarization being one of the key concepts of 
this project, we strived to establish the extent of 
both political and ideological polarization of the 
media landscapes across the sample. The expert 
survey revealed substantial polarization of news 
media brands on the liberal-conservative ideological 
spectrum in three out of four countries, with Poland 
being the only country with several brands being 
assessed as ideologically neutral, including the 

newspapers Fakt and Rzeczpospolita,  
or the commercial TV station Polsat. 

Political polarization, evaluated on the scale of  
pro- vs. anti-government editorial position of 
individual news outlets, appears to be less  
prominent in Poland and the Czech Republic 
compared to Hungary and Serbia.

As a proxy for perceived media bias, we asked 
the respondents to assess individual news 
brands’ stance on immigration – one of the most 
controversial policy issues across the CEE region 
over the last several years, which has been 
successfully exploited by a number of populist 
actors ever since the European refugee crisis in 
2015. The results however display an interesting 
diversity in how people in different countries perceive 
representation of this topic in their media. In Poland 
and Serbia, most news brands are seen as biased 
“for” immigrants (notably, with the exception of the 
Polish public service broadcasters); in Hungary, most 
brands are seen as having an anti-immigration bias; 
in the Czech Republic, perception is relatively spread 
out across the spectrum, with the public service 
media seen as relatively the most immigration-
friendly brands. 

In addition, regression analyses confirmed the 
existence of the so-called hostile media effect; 
in all countries, people displaying more negative 
attitudes towards immigrants are more likely to 
see media as biased for immigration (this tendency 
is the strongest among Hungarian respondents). 
However, we have also confirmed that consumption 
of particular brands weakens the perception of their 
bias; across the four countries, heavier viewers of 
individual TV channels have a tendency to perceive 
these channels as neutral towards immigrants, 
rather than biased (either for or against).
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In the two latter countries, there is a substantial gap 
between the media classified as pro-government 
on the one side and anti-government on the other, 
indicating that these countries’ media ecosystems 
are sharply divided and consist largely of two 
politically opposing camps, without any brands 
occupying the neutral “middle ground”. Such 
polar-opposite factions are observed in Poland, 

too, however there is also a group of politically 
non-affiliate media complementing them. Of the 
four countries, the Czech Republic’s media display 
relatively the lowest level of polarization; apart  
from a couple of tabloid brands, the role of the 
politically neutral platforms is clearly played by the 
public service broadcasters, Česká televize  
and Český rozhlas.    

Media repertoires 
Apart from assessing the extent of political and 
ideological polarization of our countries’ media 
ecosystems via the expert survey, we have also 
attempted to gauge whether and how are the 
observed divisions and gaps reflected in the patterns 
of news media consumption. To that effect, we 
have analysed people’s news media repertoires 
– clusters of individual media brands that people 
most often use as their sources of news. The results 
demonstrate that while most respondents get their 
news from a relatively diverse spectrum of brands, 
there is also a considerable amount (29% in total) of 
those whose news diet consist of ideologically and 
politically rather homogeneous outlets – on both 

sides of the spectrum. This pattern seems to be 
the most prominent in Serbia, where 43.5% of the 
people consume almost exclusively conservative pro-
government news brands. The opposite “bubble”, 
consisting of audiences exposed primarily to liberal 
and anti-government media, is comparatively largest 
in Hungary, affecting 24.3% of news consumers. 
Underscoring the previously reported finding about 
the Czech media ecosystem being relatively the 
least polarized and ideologically biased, the analysis 
revealed that the Czech Republic is the only country 
with a significant presence of those news consumers 
who are regularly reaching across the aisle when 
picking their sources – this pattern of news 
behaviour has been observed by 31.3% of Czechs, 
while virtually absent elsewhere.   
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Examining individual determinants of people’s news 
repertoires, our analysis further demonstrated that 
the tendency to restrict one’s media diet merely to 
sources from either side of the spectrum (liberal 
anti-government vs. conservative pro-government 
media) is mainly affected by their political 
preferences. In case of the liberal anti-government 
“bubble”, this link is observed in all four countries; 

in case of the conservative pro-government media 
diet, political affiliation (i.e. voting for the governing 
party) is only significant in Poland and Hungary. 
Respondents’ ideological self-positioning on the 
liberal – conservative axis has, on the other hand, 
little effect on their news media choices, suggesting 
possible discrepancies in the way people understand 
these ideological labels.  

WP2 – Qualitative strand

The qualitative strand of WP2 consists 
of two rounds of semi-structured 
interviews and media diaries in all the 
four countries of the sample, carried  
out between February and May 2021. 
With the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic in early 2021, we had to adapt 
the design and orientation of WP2 to 
these new circumstances. 

While the collected data still shed light on the 
topics such as political orientation, attitudes 
to selected social issues such as migration or 
LGBTQ, as well as on general media consumption, 
we have also been put in a unique position to 
examine how news consumption can change 
during a health crisis.

Audience engagement with  
COVID-19 news
As the COVID-19 pandemic began at the 
beginning of our Media Diary period in February 
2020, we were able to explore the relationship 
between news coverage of the pandemic, news 
consumption, and respondents’ views on various 

aspects of the ongoing health crisis. We found 
that changes in news consumption – including 
the resurgence of television and decline of print 
consumption – was not driven solely by audience 
demand for up-to-date information, but also 
by practical constrains of home-bound life in 
lockdown, and by the specific nature of various 
policy responses to the pandemic, namely the 
imposition of nation-wide lockdowns and the 
introduction of governments’ live briefings. 

These responses encouraged greater reliance on 
media accessible in people’s homes (especially 
television), increased the influence of family 
members on one’s own news consumption, 
and disrupted access to media outside of the 
home, thereby creating obstacles to print 
media consumption. Additionally, our research 
highlighted disruption and uncertainty as key 
elements of audience experiences during the 
early period of the pandemic, and suggested 
that the pandemic acted as a disruptive, 
unpredictable, and exhausting media event with 
a high potential for divisiveness, especially in 
political contexts marked by low levels of media 
freedom, declining democratic standards, and 
politicization of the pandemic. 
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Furthermore, we looked closely at the 
nature of audience engagement with 
news and found that it was marked by 
privatization and depoliticization: it mostly 
took place in private settings like the home, 
was limited to likeminded groups, or skirted 
around controversial and divisive topics. 
Participants across all the four countries 
largely avoided openly voicing their 
disagreements in the public domain, and 
either circumvented controversial issues 
altogether or discussed them only with like-
minded friends and family members.

Moreover, Hungarian and Serbian 
participants were clearly divided in their 
attitudes to governments’ handling of the 
pandemic. In this context, the live briefings 
regularly held by the governments of both 
countries did not engender a sense of 
unity and participation, but rather fostered 
division, with pro-government participants 
largely satisfied with official responses, 
and anti-government participants palpably 
frustrated and angered. These cross-
country differences were arguably rooted 
in systemic differences, including relatively 
lower levels of media independence and 
democratic standards, as well as more 
visible abuses of the crisis for political gain. 
This result confirms that the COVID-19 
pandemic did not have a uniformly divisive, 
polarizing effect across our sample, and 
indicates that its impact varied considerably 
depending on systemic factors as well as 
specific crisis management policies and 
political developments.

Extract 2: 
Audience engagement with 
COVID-19 news – division  
and distrust

“I think that the government was using 
those conferences to brainwash us.”
You think that the government was 
using the conferences to manipulate 
the people?
“Yes, I do.”
Did the presence of those doctors 
make you feel safer?
“No, they made me feel scared, 
especially when they were talking 
about the number of the deceased, 
especially about the number of the 
deceased in the gerontological centers 
and in the rest of the world. I was 
really scared to be honest.”
They weren’t keeping the situation 
under control, but instead, they were 
spreading panic? 
“Yes. And then they made the 
journalists stop attending the 
conferences and they started doing 
whatever they wanted, as if the country 
was their private property.” 
(Srb-09, male, 48)

Extract 1: 
Audience engagement with 
COVID-19 news – increase in 
television viewing

“Because I’m home, I’m working from 
home and I have been able to watch 
the TV at various times (…) Other 
times, I also watched the news during 
the day to get the latest update, for 
example, to find out what they said in 
a live press conference about the new 
restrictions and such. I did watch more 
TV but I think it’s mainly because I had 
the means to. When I normally go to 
work, I can’t watch the TV during the 
day.” (Pol-01, male, 35)

Trust in experts and COVID-19
The pandemic also allowed for the analysis 
of another unique phenomenon and topical 
question: how people view medical experts 
during a health crisis. It is well known that 
public trust in experts and science, and 
the availability of trustworthy information 
based on expert knowledge, are essential 
prerequisites for the efficacy of public health 
measures, especially during a public health 
crisis. While existing research identifies 
several factors that may shape people’s 
trust in experts, it provides limited insight 
into how people draw on these factors to 
inform their decisions on whom to trust, and 
into how these decisions are shaped by the 
political context, especially in the context 
of a complex, hypermediated information 
environment. Through the analysis of our 
qualitative interviews, we have highlighted the 
importance of unreflective, taken-for granted 
trust in experts, and pointed to differences in 
reasoning linked with trusting as opposed to 
distrusting experts. Our explorations show 
that the perceptions of experts’ competence, 
integrity, and character interact with a range 
of contextual factors, including expert’s media 
use, lack of expert consensus, the existence 
of a personal link with experts, and the 
relationship between experts and political 
elites. Additionally, as trust (or distrust) of 
experts relates to media use, distrust of 
experts can lead people to rely on alternative 
sources of expert information and become 
exposed to misinformation. 

Extract 4: 
Trust in Experts and 
COVID-19 – distrust of 
officially appointed national 
experts leading to reliance 
on alternative sources of 
expert information

“I also watched certain TV shows 
which I found on YouTube, and which 
dealt with what certain virologists 
and epidemiologists, who weren’t 
prominent in the media, had to say 
about the Coronavirus. I trusted 
them more than the doctors from 
the Crisis Headquarters.”  
(Srb-06, female, 31)

Extract 3:  
Trust in experts and 
COVID-19 – lack of expert 
consensus as a source of 
distrust 

“I was surprised that there are many 
experts with different opinions and, 
frankly speaking, I am tired of it. I 
think that people without education 
must be very puzzled of it…And now 
we have here this pandemic and 
half of epidemiologists say let’s keep 
lockdown and the other is for letting 
the virus go into population. So, what 
is a common man to think? Maybe, 
it is better to pray... [I followed them] 
from the beginning but then I found 
out there are many contradictory 
opinions. Thousands of doctors 
and experts and it is like lawyers…
The crisis showed that we cannot 
believe them, such a disagreement 
in opinions, experiments...”  
(Cze-11, male, 34)
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Migration
The project’s qualitative interviews covered 
a variety of topics, one being participants’ 
views on migration/immigration. The 
analysis suggested that different 
attitudes to immigration are embedded in 
different understandings of immigration; 
while participants with more positive 
attitudes often adopted a more inclusive 
understanding of immigration, those with 
more negative attitudes adopted a narrower 
understanding, and equated immigrants 
with refugees, Muslims, or non-white 
immigrants. Furthermore, we found that 
several participants were often critical 
of news coverage, or claimed that news 
coverage of immigration did not influence 
their views in any way. In contrast, one of 
the most important sources of information 
about immigration were family, friends, 
and acquaintances; information received 
from these sources was presented as more 
trustworthy than information received from 
news media, and was regularly used to 
justify one’s views on the topic.

Differences were found between those 
people with positive and negative views 
of immigration. Participants with positive 
attitudes toward immigration tended to 
question negative information by either 
cross-checking with other sources or 
taking a critical view, while participants 
with negative attitudes were less inclined to 
question news about immigration. Finally, 
a relationship was found in the qualitative 
data between attitudes to immigration and 
the types of news sources participants 
consumed: in Hungary and Serbia, 
participants with negative attitudes to 
immigration tended to use pro-government 
sources, while participants holding positive 
attitudes preferred anti-government 
sources. This highlights the ability of 
government-controlled media in this region 
to further strengthen negative and populist 
attitudes.

Extract 5 and 6: 
Attitudes to immigration and 
media use 

“Well, I was reading how a migrant had 
cut a kid with a knife. First, he asked 
some boy for directions and then, 
when the boy tried to tie his shoes, he 
attacked him with a knife. I didn’t really 
have the time to check whether it was 
true or not. [laughs]”
Where did you find that?
“On Facebook.”
Do you often find news on migrants on 
social networks?
“Yes, I keep reading about how they did 
this and that, how they had broken into 
someone’s home etc., and I don’t like 
that. Now they’re saying how they’re 
going to let them live in smaller towns 
and villages, but I think that won’t 
really solve anything, since they don’t 
want to live in smaller environments...” 
(Srb-14, female, 42)

“I think the news in our media are 
a bit distorted, biased, and when I 
debated this issue with other people, 
they said ‘go to a refugee camp and 
you will see it yourself’. I cannot pack 
my things and go there. I would not 
understand them and so on. But…I 
saw the recordings from the camps, 
the refugee told his story and this 
influenced me emotionally. Now he 
works, has a flat, so I think when 
they want, they find a place here. I 
am also much influenced by the facts 
that… I don’t know whether they are 
migrants or immigrants – I know many 
Ukrainians. All of them are great, they 
work, do not abuse the system at all…I 
think that on the contrary, they are 
abused here. Because they work for 
the salary that Czechs would never 
accept, work in 16-hour shifts and the 
like.” 
(Cze-15, female, 44, rural)

Dissemination and  
impact activities

The results of the project (particularly from WP2)  
were presented at several academic conferences,  
all held virtually due to the COVID-19 pandemic:

• 70th Annual ICA Conference, International 
Communication Association (ICA), 20-26 May 2020

• Moscow Readings Conference, Faculty of 
Journalism, Lomonosov Moscow State University, 
19-20 November 2020

• Virtual Scientific Conference, PERITIA (Policy, 
Expertise, and Trust), 18-19 March 2021

• Interim Conference of the Political Communication 
Section, The European Communication Research and 
Education Association (ECREA), 26-27 March 2021

• Covid, Communication and Culture: Research 
Insights and Policy Solutions, Centre for Research in 
Communication and Culture (CRCC), Loughborough 
University, 12 May 2021

• 71st Annual ICA Conference, International 
Communication Association (ICA), 27-31 May 2021

The project was also promoted by Václav Štetka at the 
UNESCO World Press Freedom Day Regional Forum for 
Europe on 29 April 2021, hosted by the Centre for Media 
Pluralism and media Freedom (European University 
Institute, Florence). The event was part of UNESCO’s 
global conference Information as a Public Good, 
celebrating World Press Freedom Day. Václav Štetka 
delivered a talk on 20 November 2020 at the inaugural 
event of the newly launched Jean Monnet Network on 
European Media and Platform Policies – EuromediApp, 
organized in collaboration with the Euromedia Research 
Group. In his talk titled Digital platforms and the 
shadow of illiberal democracy: Lessons from Central 
and Eastern Europe, Václav Štetka presented selected 
findings from the Illiberal Turn project, focusing on the 
relationship between political attitudes, conspiracy 
beliefs and news consumption across different media 
types and platforms.

In December 2020, Václav Štetka and Sabina Mihelj  
gave an interview on the state of the project to Agora 
– an online magazine published by the Illiberalism 
Studies programme, based at George Washington 
University in the U.S. In May 2021, Sabina Mihelj joined 
the Editorial Board of the newly founded Journal of 
Illiberalism Studies, published by the Illiberalism 
Studies programme.  

The project’s second Stakeholder Meeting was held 
online on 18 June 2021, bringing together over 30 media 
practitioners, regulators, and NGO and media industry 
representatives. Participants included people from 
the four countries represented in this study, as well as 
Slovenia; present were representatives from several 
European-wide organisations, including the European 
Platform of Regulatory Authorities, European Federation 
of Journalists, European Centre for Press and Media 
Freedom, Centre for Media Pluralism and Media 
Freedom, and the European Broadcasting Union.  
The main purpose of the meeting was to discuss 
preliminary policy recommendations coming from 
the project, focusing on media policy, journalistic 
practice, and public health communication; these 
recommendations are intended for policy makers  
and regulators, media professionals, and  
media-related NGOs.

During the second year of the project we submitted 
papers to several academic journals, particularly  
based on data from WP2. Three of these papers have 
been published, with several others under review or  

in final stages of preparation.
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Mihelj, S., Kondor, K, and Štetka, V  
(in preparation) Trust in experts, media use,  
and the COVID-19 pandemic.

Kondor, K, Mihelj, S, Štetka, V, & Tóth, F  
(in preparation) Media consumption and public 
attitudes to same sex relationships.

Additionally, several publications emerged from 
the collaboration between the Illiberal Turn 
project and the Network of European Political 
Communication Research (NEPOCS, www.nepocs.
eu) on news media use, disinformation, trust, and 
political attitudes during the COVID-19 pandemic 
in 17 European countries. The Illiberal Turn project 
contributed towards the collection of data on 
Hungary and Poland.

Van Aelst, P., Toth, F., Castro, L., Štetka, V., Vreese, 
C. D., Aalberg, T., ... & Theocharis, Y. (2021) Does 
a crisis change news habits? A comparative study 
of the effects of COVID-19 on news media use in 
17 European countries. Digital Journalism, https://
doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2021.1943481
Castro, L., Strömbäck, J., Esser, F., Van Aelst, 
P., de Vreese, C., Aalberg, T., ... & Štetka V. 
(2021) Navigating high-choice European political 
information environments: A comparative analysis 
of news user profiles and political knowledge. The 
International Journal of Press/Politics,  
https://doi.org/10.1177/19401612211012572. 

Plans for the final year
The third and final year of The Illiberal Turn 
project, which has been extended by 6 months 
until May 2022 because of the pandemic, will focus 
on further integrative and contextual analysis, on 
synthetizing qualitative and quantitative data, and 
on finalizing publication outputs (including a book 
manuscript) as well as dissemination activities. 
Following the consultation with project partners 
and other stakeholders during the project’s 
second Stakeholder Meeting, the report titled “The 
Illiberal Turn: Recommendations for Stakeholders” 
will be finalized and publicly launched during 

autumn 2021. The project team members will 
continue disseminating the outcomes at academic 
conferences, e.g. at the European Communication 
Conference in September 2021, at the 47th World 
Association for Public Opinion Research (WAPOR) 
conference in November 2021, or at the 72nd 
annual International Communication Association 
conference in Paris in May 2022. The project’s 
final conference is planned for April 2022; it will 
coincide with the second and final Advisory  
Board meeting.

    

We would like to thank 
our partners for their 
continuing support of  
the project, and are 
looking forward to the 
collaboration over the 
course of 2020/21!

Please continue to follow 
the project’s website  
www.illiberal-turn.eu  
and our Twitter account  
@illiberal_turn 
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APPENDIX: 
Comparison of public vs. expert 

assessment of news media 
independence 
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