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The World Is Out of Joint

“The time is out of joint: O cursed spite, 
That ever I was born to set it right! 
Nay, come, let’s go together.”

William Shakespeare: Hamlet
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In this second cycle of the research within the project Future of Media, we 
examined perceptions of media and democracy among media professionals, 
the general public, and citizens with high cultural and social capital and 
influence, in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, North Macedonia, 
Montenegro, Serbia, and Turkey. The focus groups participants, citizens, and 
professionals alike, expressed scepticism about the state of democracy in 
their respective countries, as well as about the capacity of the media to uphold 
standards of quality and independent journalism. 

Citizens largely recognize the pivotal role of media in forming public opinion 
and consequently, democratic life. At the same time, they point to systemic 
factors that limit media freedom and independence and undermine the 
media’s democratic role. Political capture and pressure, unfavourable media 
policies, the crisis in media funding, and changing media use patterns are 
most frequently cited as reasons for the decline in media quality, reach, and 
impact. Disinformation, saturation with superficial and repetitive information, 
lack of coverage of issues that matter, lack of pluralism, and the absence 
of investigative journalism are mentioned as defining features of today’s 
media and communication landscape. With the withdrawal of international 
assistance, quality media content is being further marginalized, with the recent 
termination of US funding for media in the region hitting the already financially 
challenged independent media particularly hard. 

Besides losing funding, media outlets face growing challenges in reaching 
audiences in a highly fragmented communication environment. The citizens 
who participated in this research spoke of profound changes in communication 
practices, in the position of the media, and in the relationship between media 
and democracy. While media outlets occupy a central place in the imagery 
of democratic functions, in practice their role is increasingly marginalized. 
Many are used less frequently, are perceived as insufficiently trustworthy, and 
lack the capacity and commitment required for quality journalism. This media 
crisis is accompanied by fragile and, in some cases, declining democracies, 
characterized by weak public-interest policies and authoritarian tendencies 
that restrict media freedom and thrive on media capture. 

In these circumstances, distrust towards the media can be understood as 
a response to the realities of media capture, lack of credibility and integrity, 
and low-quality content. However, focus group discussions also reveal a 
tendency to overgeneralize mistrust and to dismiss even those media outlets 
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that demonstrate integrity and professionalism. Although some focus group 
participants identified specific media outlets they consider credible, the 
overall conclusion is that citizen engagement with, and support for, quality 
media outlets is low. 

Across the region, several focus group participants described experiencing 
information fatigue and news avoidance. The growing use of social networks 
as primary sources of information, in particular among young people but 
increasingly across all age groups, contrasts with the relatively low levels of 
trust in information placed in social media content. What stands out across the 
region is increased use and/or trust towards platforms of individuals, be they 
influencers, journalists, politicians, or other actors, including those spreading 
harmful content. Traditional media outlets are therefore frequently bypassed 
in contemporary communication processes, along with their watchdog and 
public service functions. This situation points to a broader disengagement 
from the pursuit of accurate information and suggests that facts have largely 
lost their currency in public life. Such shifts in the communication landscape 
can, and already do, as evidenced in both regional and global contexts, work 
in favour of populist policies that rely on sentiment and gut-feeling, fuelled by 
polarizing, fear-inciting, and exclusionary politics. 

Media professionals and citizens with high cultural and social capital and 
influence who participated in our research described media laws and policies 
as both enabling and constraining media freedom. The use of legislation to 
imprison political dissidents, including journalists (in Turkey), represents the 
most extreme example of media policy failure. Other shortcomings range 
from adopting laws that can be used to silence dissident voices, such as 
re-criminalization of libel in Republika Srpska, BiH, to regulatory failures to 
establish policies that would enable the functioning of independent, quality 
media, such as failure to limit concentration of media ownership in Montenegro. 
Citizens contrast this picture of media decline with vivid expectations of 
what journalism should be. They describe its role as informing, representing, 
educating, and holding power to account. Citizens emphasized the need 
for public interest content, inclusive narratives, meaningful public debate, 
specialized content, diversity, depth, and quality. As noted in the Turkey report, 
some participants even called for reimagining media as both “educational 
space and a strategic field of democratic struggle”. 

From the public’s perspective, the future of the media remains uncertain. Media 
organizations are seen as operating within unfavourable policy environments, 
unsupportive markets, and evolving technological conditions, while facing 
disinterested citizens. Public sentiment regarding the future of our media and 
democracies ranges from pessimism to cautious optimism. However, most 
participants share the view that a bright future for both media and democracy 
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is conceivable only if radical reforms take place. Suggested reforms cover 
various domains. Some participants focused on improvements in policies 
pertaining to media ownership, funding, and competition. Others mentioned 
the need to improve journalistic practices, media integrity, and education of 
journalists. Several participants also highlighted the importance of improving 
citizens’ capacities to respond to numerous communication challenges, 
while others pointed to the necessity of political reform and shifts in power 
structures. 

The research results confirm that the citizens are well aware of the media and 
democratic backslide and about the necessity of reforms, but that they are 
yet to assume their own responsibility in making the media and democratic 
institution “their own”. Initiatives aiming at media democratisation need to 
step up, to engage citizens in crucial political debates and to build coalitions 
based on solidarity and agency. 
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The concerns about media and democracy in the countries of the region, and 
beyond, are persisting or even intensifying, revealing the structural weaknesses 
that limit the media’s democratic functions. Our previous research points to 
weaknesses ranging from inadequate media policies, financial dependence 
on limited and/or compromising revenue sources, and lack of long-term 
sustainability, to political pressures and saturation with retrograde political 
rhetoric, and insufficient capacity to adapt to technological change and secure 
audience reach amid growing competition and low levels of public trust.1

Against this backdrop, the present study seeks to explore public perceptions 
of media and democracy, to provide insights into media use and trust, citizens’ 
media and communication needs, and their visions for the future of our media 
and our democracies. We approach citizens’ views from the premise that 
such insights can not only inform media practice and policy, but also be a key 
determinant of our future media and democracy, potentially inspiring reforms 
and actions grounded in the common good and solidarity. 

In each of the seven countries included in the research, focus groups were 
conducted in 2025 with citizens, media professionals, and citizens with high 
cultural and social capital and influence, with participants from various age 
groups, genders, levels of political engagement and geographic distribution.

1  The full dataset collected for all seven countries included in the research can be accessed on the 
platform of the Our Media project at: https://futureofmedia.seenpm.org.

INTRODUCTION
I.
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Each country researcher has authored a report analysing the findings on 
perceptions of the media, journalism, and democracy in their respective 
country, as well as visions for the future of the media and democracy. 

In this regional overview, after comparative assessment based on country 
reports, we synthesize key findings and propose measures for different 
stakeholders that could help reverse the negative trends identified across the 
region. 

Table 1: NUMBER OF CITIZENS PARTICIPATING IN THE FOCUS GROUPS,  
PER COUNTRY

Country Citizens Media 
professionals

Citizens with 
high cultural 
and social 
capital and 
influence

Overall 

Albania 19 10 9 38

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 17 18 8 43

Kosovo 20 8 28

North 
Macedonia 17 9 7 33

Montenegro 16 8 7 31

Serbia 17 5 6 28

Turkey 15 7 10 32
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Public distrust of the media is hardly news, at least if we adhere to journalistic 
vocabulary. The decline in trust in the media has been evident for decades. We 
should first focus, however, on what the concept of ‘media’ actually means. 
As Holcomb (2024) suggests, when people are asked to determine their level 
of trust in the media, they do not base their judgment on an abstract concept 
of ‘media’ but rather the specific media outlets they are familiar with or use. 
Research conducted on a regular basis in the USA (e.g. by the Pew Research 
Center) shows that people tend to trust local media organizations more than 
national ones. Yet it is precisely local media that have largely disappeared 
from the media landscape as a result of the crisis in the media industry. The 
erosion of trust in the media should be understood in the context of three 
interconnected trends: the acceleration of political polarization, the proliferation 
of new media platforms, and the economic disruption of the news industry 
(Holcomb, 2024). The first two trends are also linked to a growing distrust in 
representative democracy, which will be discussed later. For the moment, we 
focus on the consequences of the disruption of the news industry, a trend that 
cannot be reversed.

ECONOMIC DISRUPTION OF THE NEWS INDUSTRY

The media industry has undergone several disruptive cycles throughout 
history. As Tim Wu points out in his book The Master Switch – The Rise and 
Fall of Information Empires (2010), the stories of great information empires 
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usually begin with a lone inventor who develops a revolutionary innovation in 
his garage or attic—a device for transmitting voice over distance, an image 
transmitter, a personal computer, or a mathematical search engine algorithm. 
The stories then continue with an inspired entrepreneur who repackages 
the inventor’s idea into an appealing product or service. This technological 
or business innovation then attracts numerous imitators who try to improve, 
transform, or repurpose it in different ways. 

This early stage gives rise to a variety of competing technologies and services. 
Entry costs are low, making the emerging field accessible to almost anyone—
from amateur engineers to small entrepreneurs or financial speculators. While 
this openness generates a wealth of interesting ideas and high expectations 
about what technological progress can deliver, it also increases uncertainty 
for consumers and investors, thereby creating a sense of anarchy. 

The development cycle then shifts to a second phase, characterized by a 
charismatic business leader who promises to unite the industry and impose 
order on the chaos. The third, mature phase of the development cycle is 
represented by information monopolists, who seek, by every means possible, 
to avoid what Wu (2010, 156) describes as the curse of the ancient Greek 
god Cronus. According to myth, Cronus feared a prophecy predicting that one 
of his children would overthrow him and deprive him of his supreme status 
among the gods. To prevent this, he devoured each of his children at birth, 
until his son Zeus escaped and ultimately fulfilled the prophecy. 

In a similar manner, the old-school ‘information Cronuses’ have used their 
power and influence—often with the help of the state and its regulators—to 
block emerging technological and business ‘Zeuses’ that might threaten their 
dominance. Telegraph monopolists sought to stifle the early development of 
the telephone. The telephone empire resisted radio. Radio moguls managed 
to subdue television, effectively turning it into radio with moving images. It 
is within this kind of cyclical struggle that the media and telecommunication 
industries have been entangled for the past decade, as they attempt to resist 
the growing dominance of the internet industry. 

However, conflicts between information industries rarely produce a single victor, 
as economic history is not marked by the kind of sharp ruptures described by 
Wu. Instead, new information empires tend to absorb and integrate all the 
‘media’ industries and trends characteristic of the era of industrialization 
and standardization of the media landscape: synchronization, concentration, 
maximization, and centralization. The ‘media factory’ model, based on 
standardized content production and organizationally embodied in traditional 
media institutions, has been replaced by an information ‘online shop’, supported 
by contemporary database storage systems. Vincent Mosco points out in his 
book To the Cloud (2014) that only the largest countries and companies are 
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able to build and manage contemporary data-storage infrastructure, because 
the internet industry is much more concentrated and centralized than the 
media industry ever was. Complex information systems demand an even 
more precise and coordinated division of tasks than traditional factories, 
with human workers increasingly replaced by algorithms and robots whose 
operational tempo is dictated by increasingly faster computer processors.
 
As a result, Google has consolidated under a single user account an 
unprecedented volume of data—far exceeding what any state has ever 
been able to collect—including internet search histories, private electronic 
communications, location data, consumer habits and preferences, personal 
social networks, sexual orientation, and political beliefs. Nearly all human 
activity and creativity can be encoded in binary form, saved, processed, and 
linked within unified databases. As Jaron Lanier argues in his book You Are 
Not a Gadget (2010), the widespread belief that computers are increasingly 
becoming more human-like is misguided. Rather, it is us humans who are 
increasingly beginning to resemble computers. 

MEDIAQUAKE

Our perception of journalism and media (Newman et al., 2025) is shaped by 
the fragmentation of media consumption across an extremely high number 
of different information sources, the majority of which cannot be considered 
media at all. Superficial—and often paternalistic—explanations for why people 
turn away from news media when seeking information should therefore be 
replaced by a more thorough reflection on who shapes our perception of social 
realities and in what way. Research shows (Reuters Institute Digital News 
Report, 2025) that a growing number of people are avoiding dominant news 
media due to information burnout and the constant flow of negative content. 
This does not mean, however, that those same consumers are simultaneously 
avoiding social media as sources of ‘information’, a broader concept here 
than news alone. On social media platforms, the flow of information is 
dictated and accelerated by algorithms that deliver more of what users have 
already searched for or engaged with. Reliance on the continuous stream of 
information on social media does not imply trust in these platforms. Distrust 
of traditional media and distrust of social networks, however, produce different 
consequences. Distrust in the media has led to a mass exodus of readers, 
viewers, and audiences migrating towards a sprawling and fragmented network 
of content providers. By contrast, distrust in social media has paradoxically 
proven to be an economic success, generating a continuous inflow of new 
consumers.
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WHAT WERE THE MEDIA DOING, 
AND WHAT ARE THEY DOING NOW?

Media organizations have not been mere passive observers of the 
developments discussed above. Their actions—or lack thereof—have, in more 
ways than one, shaped the present situation. One of the most persistent 
myths is that independent, professional, credible, and trustworthy media are 
somehow inherent to democratic societies. As Holcomb (2024) notes, the so-
called golden age of American journalism, marked by the Pentagon Papers 
and Watergate, should be understood as an anomaly in media history rather 
than its predominant condition. Media and democracy are in a symbiotic 
relationship, one that has often led media outlets to assume that democracy 
itself will ultimately intervene and ‘save’ the media. But what happens if citizens, 
just as they distrust the media, also lose trust in representative democracy?

Can this negative trend be reversed and turned into a positive one? A 2020 
Pew Research Center survey found that three-quarters of Americans believe 
that it is possible to restore public confidence in the media (Holcomb, 2024). 
The question, however, is how? There are no shortcuts on the path to restoring 
trust. Although the media have changed significantly with respect to the 
technologies used to deliver information, the fundamental role of journalism 
remains the same. 

If we were to attempt, at least conceptually, to detach journalism from media 
institutions, we might conclude that journalism should be bound to the 
interests of the majority rather than the few, while simultaneously responding 
to the needs—not the wishes—of its users, wherever they may be and whatever 
communication channels they use. Yet this conceptual exercise alone may not 
be sufficient, as the issue is far broader. A generalized distrust of institutions 
tasked with overseeing democracy is directly linked to the functioning of 
democracy itself. If people do not trust the media, democracy, political parties, 
parliament, the government, the judicial system, and state institutions more 
broadly, then we are confronting a problem that no media organization—nor 
journalists themselves—can resolve in isolation.

WHAT ABOUT DEMOCRACY?

In this section, we discuss the results of the Economist Intelligence Unit’s 
(EIU)2 Democracy Index 2024 report, which assesses the state of democracy 
worldwide. The Index evaluates the political systems of 167 countries across 
five dimensions: electoral process and pluralism, functioning of government, 
political participation, political culture and civil liberties (EIU Report, 2025: 6). 

2 	The EIU is the research and analysis division of The Economist Group, publisher of The Economist.
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Only 25 countries are classified as “full democracies”, achieving a Democracy 
Index score of at least 8.0 out of 10, based on average scores across the five 
dimensions. The countries included in the scope of our research fall into the 
category of “flawed democracies”, with scores between 6.0 and 8.0. Patrick 
Barwise highlights an important observation: “all full democracies and most 
of the 46 countries with flawed democracies have PSM (Public Service Media), 
although the extent to which they are genuinely independent of government 
varies” (Barwise, 2025: 85). However, he cautions against drawing simplistic 
conclusions: “there is a degree of chicken-and-egg in the correlation between 
PSM and democracy. Well-funded, politically independent PSM are partly a 
symptom of a healthy democracy, but the question addressed here relates 
to the opposite causality: how can PSM best support democracy in their own 
countries?” (Barwise, 2025: 86). Although these countries differ significantly 
in the structure of their media landscapes, they share the presence of PSM. 

While we may risk drawing conclusions too hastily, we nevertheless argue that 
one important lever for restoring trust in both the media and democracy lies 
in supporting independent, high-quality PSM. Such support must come from 
both the state and citizens.

What, then, appears to be the core problem of representative democracy? 
Why do countries classified as “full democracies” possess all the institutional 
mechanisms required for democratic governance, yet their citizens increasingly 
claim that they do not trust the system? Why does democracy seem to falter in 
everyday practice? And why does representative democracy fail to represent 
those whose interests it is supposed to be protecting? 

The EIU Report highlights three primary causes: declining trust in government, 
the failure of politicians and political parties to represent voters effectively, and 
a civic and representation deficit. These factors have contributed to widespread 
disillusionment with democratic institutions, and to rising populism, political 
disengagement, and increasing political polarization (EIU Report, 2025: 29). 
Citizens are losing trust in their governments due to economic and social 
disparities, a perceived lack of future prospects for younger generations, 
and a prevailing belief that democracy serves the interests of a wealthy and 
influential minority. 

When citizens no longer trust the institutions tasked with governing in their 
interests, a fundamental covenant between the state and its citizens—the 
very foundation of representative democracy—begins to dissolve. As trust 
in traditional political institutions declines, political populism, polarization, 
and disillusionment rise, most commonly visibly through diminished civic 
engagement, such as electoral abstention. The polarization of the political 
landscape is accompanied by the decline of traditional political parties and 
the emergence of political movements that rely heavily on media exposure for 
their survival. 
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At the heart of this crisis lies politics’ inability to address the key issues 
affecting citizens’ everyday lives. “People not only demand more of their 
politicians, but would also like more to be demanded of themselves. In other 
words, they would like to be treated as citizens, not as stakeholders. As political 
life has become less ideological, people have retreated from the public realm.” 
(EIU Report, 2025: 36). The depoliticization of politics—or rather the hollowing 
out of political life—has resulted in new forms of political organization and 
citizen mobilization. Politicians now seek solutions to the democratic crisis 
primarily through attempts to restore citizens’ trust in political institutions and 
encourage civic engagement. 

Political parties, squeezed from both left and right of the centre, respond 
to the ever-greater presence of populism by positioning themselves as the 
guardians of political order and constitutionality. In doing so, they often neglect 
to address the central populist critique: the perceived failure to represent the 
interests of ordinary people. Democracy is only as strong as the citizens willing 
to defend it. The crisis of representative democracy is most clearly reflected in 
the erosion of mutual trust between political institutions and citizens—a trust 
that lies at the core of political culture. 

As more and more political decision-making is delegated to technocratic and 
managerial institutions assumed to possess the requisite expertise to govern, 
it is hardly surprising that citizens withdraw from traditional forms of political 
participation. They increasingly shift from institutional politics towards forms 
of direct political influence, including anti-establishment parties and social 
movements. The very notion that democracy requires specialized knowledge—
and substantial financial resources—runs counter to democratic principles 
and constitutes a central cause of the civic deficit. 

The dominant media have also played a significant role in the hollowing out 
of politics by offering superficial responses to pertinent social issues and 
diverting focus from the fact of the matter, which is that none of the collective 
factors are able to provide concrete solutions (Gamble, 2006: 78). 

If we are to consider the future of media, we must do it in a way that 
simultaneously reflects on the future of democracy. The disruptive processes 
shaping contemporary politics are closely linked to the role of social networks 
as increasingly important sources of information. A large, peer-reviewed study 
of 840,000 individuals in 116 countries demonstrates how the expansion of 
the mobile internet—the primary infrastructure for social media—during the 
decade following the launch of the iPhone in 2007 led to declining approval of 
governments (Guriev et al., 2021: 2533–2613). The study shows that citizens 
with internet access become more aware of corruption and less confident 
in government institutions only when the internet is not censored. Moreover, 
where governments exert control over traditional media, the negative effect 
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of 3G expansion on government approval is even stronger, indicating that 
mobile broadband internet becomes a crucial source of political information 
when independent alternatives are absent (Guriev et al., 2021: 2534–6). 
Researchers therefore caution against the electoral consequences of the 
broadband expansion across Europe. “As 3G network coverage has increased, 
so has voters’ discontent with their governments, leading to a decline in vote 
shares for the incumbent parties, a decrease in turnout, and electoral gains for 
populist parties, both on the right and on the left. On average, 3G expansion 
has not helped the non-populist opposition in Europe, including Green parties.” 
(Guriev et al., 2021: 2610).

Populist politicians offer their voters a coherent—albeit, in our view, misguided—
answer to the question of what is wrong with representative democracy. Yet 
democracy is more than a set of institutions and rules binding a specific 
community. What ultimately sustains democracy is citizens’ democratic 
sensibility: a sense of responsibility towards others and towards nature, and a 
political culture that does not shy away from open debate on crucial political 
issues, including those that are difficult or unresolved. The question of the 
future of the media is therefore inherently political and concerns us all. Finding 
answers to this question cannot be left solely to media owners. 
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In this second cycle of the Future of Media in the Western Balkans and 
Turkey research, we build upon the quantitative findings and trend analysis 
from the first cycle, published in January 2025, by introducing a qualitative 
dimension. Its purpose was to deepen understanding of how different societal 
groups perceive the role of the media and journalism in democracy, interpret 
previously identified developments, and envision the future of the media in 
Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, 
Serbia, and Turkey. The insights gathered through this process underpin 
policy recommendations aimed at safeguarding the democratic functions of 
journalism and media across the region.

The research employed focus group discussions as its primary method 
of data collection. In each of the seven participating countries, four focus 
groups were planned to capture a broad range of perspectives. Two groups 
consisted of citizens, divided by age into younger participants aged 18 to 35 
and older participants aged 36 to 65. A third group brought together media 
professionals, including journalists, editors, and managers from different 
types of media outlets, with the option to include institutional representatives, 
such as regulators or academics, where contextually appropriate. The fourth 
group comprised of influential cultural figures—citizens with high cultural and 
social capital and influence, such as writers, artists and academics—whose 
views contribute to shaping public discourse. Each focus group included 
between seven and ten participants, selected to ensure diversity in gender, 
age, geographic location, and professional or social background. At least one 
citizen focus group in each country was held outside the capital city to reflect 
regional perspectives, while the group of influential citizens was typically 
convened in the capital, where cultural institutions are typically concentrated.
Recruitment strategies varied according to participant profile. Citizens were 
recruited through public calls, snowball sampling, or, where necessary, through 
agencies, with attention to diversity in education, media use, and political 
engagement. Media professionals were selected purposively to represent 
different media types and roles, while influential cultural figures were identified 
through official and informal networks.

The focus groups were semi-structured and lasted between ninety minutes 
and two hours. Moderators guided the discussions using open-ended 
questions grouped under thematic sections, including the role of the media 
and journalism in democracy, reflections on trends identified in the first phase, 
media use and trust, citizens’ needs and expectations, future prospects for 
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media and journalism, and recommendations for strengthening media freedom 
and sustainability. Ethical standards were strictly observed: participants were 
informed about the purpose of the research, the use of data, and confidentiality 
provisions. Consent forms were signed prior to participation. For media 
professionals and citizens with high cultural and social capital and influence, 
anonymity was optional, and participants could consent to attribution of their 
statements.

The analysis followed a thematic approach using a deductive coding system 
based on predefined themes. These included perceptions of media, journalism, 
and democracy; opinions on trends identified in the first cycle; patterns of 
media use and trust; citizens’ needs and demands; perspectives on the future 
of journalism; and recommendations for safeguarding media freedom. The 
analysis examined similarities and differences across age groups, gender, and 
focus group types, providing a nuanced understanding of attitudes toward 
media and democracy in the region.

The outputs of this phase consisted of national reports structured around the 
main themes and illustrated with participant quotations. These reports were 
synthesized into a regional comparative report that integrates findings from all 
countries and formulates actionable policy recommendations to strengthen 
media freedom and sustainability in the Western Balkans and Turkey.
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In citizens’ perceptions, there is a clear gap between the normative concept of 
media and democracy, on the one hand, and the realities of the media sector 
and democracy in their respective countries, on the other. The normative 
democratic standards of equality, freedom, and participation are contrasted 
with the reality of political and economic capture of public good, corruption, 
and polarization. For example, some citizens in BiH spoke of systemic 
discrimination in exercising voting rights, as well as a lack of government 
transparency and accountability. Media freedom, likewise, is widely perceived 
as limited, and in some countries as being in decline. 

Participants frequently described democracy as flawed and/or declining, 
leaving citizens with few meaningful options to exercise their civic role. 
Participation is often limited to voting in elections. Some older participants 
in Montenegro pointed to selective justice, party-political employment, weak 
governmental accountability, polarization, and lack of interest among citizens 
in participating as key features of this democratic decline. Some respondents 
(for instance in BiH) viewed the citizens’ protests in Serbia as a manifestation 
of citizens’ agency and a desire to restore democracy. In Montenegro, 
particularly among younger citizens, engagement in elections, civic initiatives, 
and protests was framed as a civic responsibility. However, many citizens 
across the region expressed distrust in political processes in general, believing 
that voting does not lead to meaningful change. 

The normative role of the media—providing information of public relevance, 
representing societal interests, upholding integrity and independence, and 
shaping public opinion—is, in citizens’ perception, sharply contrasted with the 
reality of political and commercial interference, of media outlets that provide 
unreliable and conflicting information, low-quality content, and increasing 
difficulties in reaching audiences and securing funding. 

Citizens define the major functions of journalism and the media as providing 
relevant information, serving the public interest, covering a broad range of 
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thematic areas, and representing diverse social groups and perspectives. 
These normative expectations are contrasted with the perception that, in 
practice, journalism in the region primarily serves particular financial and/or 
political interests and not the public. Many participants argued that media 
are frequently instrumentalized as a means of control and polarization. Some 
respondents, particularly media professionals, pointed out that the trend of 
low levels of media freedom persists, and in some cases worsens. 

Some participants, mainly from the group with high cultural and social capital 
and influence, pointed out that such trends in our media and our democracies 
reflect a pattern of global democratic regression. They noted, however, that the 
implications in the already fragile media systems of the region are particularly 
devastating.

Table 2: DEMOCRACY, MEDIA, AND JOURNALISM, AS CITIZENS SEE IT IDEALLY VS IN PRACTICE

Country Defining 
democracy

Democracy in 
practice

Defining 
media

Media in 
practice 

Defining 
journalism

Journalism in 
practice

Albania - the choice 
and wish of 
the people
- people 
exerting their 
rights
- political 
representation

- people’s 
wishes are not 
heard
- there are 
elections, but 
it is not the 
people that 
decide and 
their interests 
are not 
protected

- key insti-
tution with 
significant 
influence on 
public life and 
public opinion 
- symbolically 
central to 
democratic 
life, 
- source of 
information, 
entertainment, 
and communi-
cation

- constrained
- political 
pressure 
- weak 
regulation
- self-censor-
ship 
- diminished 
ability to
inform, 
scrutinize 
power, and 
foster public 
debate
- concen-
tration of 
ownership 
- close 
business and 
political ties 
- positive 
role of donor 
funded media 
- increasing 
number of 
media but 
decline in 
quality 

- impacting 
public opinion
- conveying 
true and 
relevant 
information

- limited 
independence
- blurring 
boundaries 
between 
journalistic 
and non-
journalistic 
content 
- lack of 
accountability, 
insufficient 
self-regulation 
- declining 
enrollment 
in journalism 
studies 
- deteriorating 
labour 
conditions, 
- limited 
autonomy
- scarce, often 
fragmented 
or neutralized 
investigative 
journalism
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Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

- equality
- rule of law

- participation 
limited to 
voting 
- lack of 
political rights

- source of 
information
- source of 
entertainment
- pillar of 
democracy

- fragmented
- polarized
- promoting 
deferring 
ethno-national 
narratives
- limited 
pluralism 
- political 
interference 
- lack of 
original 
content 
- lack of 
accountability
- lack of 
ownership 
transparency

- objectivity
- profession-
alism 
- accountabil-
ity
- watchdog
- ethics and 
standards 
- fact-based
- serious 
- transforming 
society 
- brave
- demanding 
sacrifice and 
passion

- socio-politi-
cal workers
- undesirable 
profession 
- pressures & 
attacks
- unemploy-
ment and low 
wages 
- reducing 
reach and 
impact
- trust shifting 
to individuals

Kosovo - freedom of 
expression 
- protection 
of journalists 
from 
prosecution 
and SLAPPs

- irregularities 
at vote counts 
- online 
hostility 
towards 
media 
professionals
- some 
political 
parties, 
certain 
media during 
elections

- pillar of 
democracy
- holding 
power to 
account, 
exposing 
corruption, 
shaping public 
debate
- free

- structurally 
fragile
- economically 
dependent 
and instable
- harmful 
political 
rhetoric 
and digital 
competition
- eroding 
independence 
and quality
- decline in 
public trust 
- failure 
to uphold 
professional 
and ethical 
standards 
- com-
promised 
credibility

- protecting 
the public 
interest
- human 
presence, 
empathy, 
contextual un-
derstanding 
- beyond 
occupation- 
civic mission 
grounded 
in curiosity, 
integrity, 
courage
- watchdog

- disrespected
- decreasing 
number of 
journalism 
students
- financial 
precarity
- censorship
- declining 
professional 
standards
- threatened 
by influencers 
and digital 
creators
- harassment, 
intimidation
- declining pro-
fessionalism 
- security 
threats
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North 
Macedonia

- freedom
of expression
- space for 
alternative 
viewpoints
- space for 
debate and 
criticism 
- application 
of EU 
standards

- weak, 
democracy 
“on paper”
- young 
democracy, “a 
hybrid regime”
- corruption
- lack of 
transparency 
- censorship 
in journalism 
affecting 
democracy
- passive and 
sceptical 
citizens

- pillar of de-
mocracy and 
public interest,
- source of 
information- 
“voice of the 
people”
- “mediator 
between the 
authorities 
and the 
citizens”
- representa-
tion of differ-
ent groups 
and
viewpoints 

- politically 
one-sided, 
insufficient-
ly creative, 
lacking 
inclusiveness
- highly 
constrained, 
- lack of sus-
tainability
- lack of 
pluralism
- false 
information 
(particularly 
online media) 
- affiliations 
with 
authorities 
- failure to 
pursue public 
interest
- lack of 
freedom and 
diversity 
- sensational-
ism

- pillar of 
public interest
- objectivity 
- critical, 
investigative 
and 
independent
- public 
service
- power to 
bring about 
social change

- vulnerable to 
manipulation
- biased
- lack of trust
- low quality, 
low adherence 
to ethical 
standards
- quality media 
outlets rare
- declining 
significance of 
journalism
- decreasing 
number of 
journalism 
students 
- low so-
cio-economic 
position 
- poor working 
conditions

Montenegro - freedom of 
expression- 
voting freely 
- profession 
al journalism 
- trust in 
political 
processes

- weak 
democracy 
- antidem-
ocratic and 
anti-European 
trends
- hate speech 
- polarization 

- primary 
source of 
information
- professional 
and free 
media as 
precondition 
for democracy

- lack of media 
pluralism 
- strong 
political 
influence
- weak media 
laws - PBS 
serving 
government 
- private media 
pursuing sen-
sationalism 
and interests 
of owners 
- lack of 
communica-
tion between 
citizens and 
media (media 
no longer 
forums for 
public debate)

- one of the 
pillars of 
democracy
- important for 
functioning 
society
- driven by 
public interest
- profession-
alism and 
responsibility

- lack of trust
- difficult so-
cio-economic 
conditions,
- degradation 
of profession 
- decreasing 
number of 
journalism 
students 
- lack of 
collective 
labour 
agreement
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Serbia - respect 
for the 
constitution
- right to 
information
- active 
participation 
of citizens 
- fair & free 
elections 
- authentic 
differences 
among 
political 
parties

- collapse 
of media 
standards 
- erosion of 
democracy
- political 
misuse of 
media,
- media 
contributing 
to democratic 
decline
- undemocrat-
ic actions of 
the regime, 
limiting media 
freedom

- powerful 
tool that 
‘constructs 
reality’ and 
shapes public 
opinion

- not free
- financial 
& political 
pressures
- lack of 
sustainability, 
challenging 
technological 
trends, 
dysfunctional 
regulation
- faster infor-
mation flow
 - false infor-
mation
- lack of truth-
ful reporting
- propaganda, 
promotion 
of division, 
radicalization, 
targeting 
political 
opponents
- neglected 
citizens 
interests

- conveying 
information of 
public interest
- moral 
integrity, 
responsibility 
and profes-
sionalism
- objectivity 
and pluralism
- “like 
performing 
a public 
function”

- not free, 
failing to 
provide 
information 
of public 
relevance 
- individual 
journalists 
showing 
integrity
but being 
the most 
vulnerable
- lack of pro-
fessionalism 
and adequate 
expertise 
- potentials 
of civic 
journalism 
in advancing 
democracy

Turkey - civic 
freedoms
- indepen-
dence
- pluralism 
- forgotten in 
daily life

- present but 
incomplete 
(limited to 
elections)
- fragile civic 
freedoms
- people are 
punished 
for using 
democratic 
rights
- large number 
of media 
outlets but 
lack of 
independence 

- informing 
the public and 
serving the 
public interest, 
as a
prerequisite of 
democracy

- media 
structurally 
constrained 
- ownership 
concentration,
political 
control 
- pressures, 
economic fra-
gility, political 
control
- monopolized 
ownership 
- citizens’ dis-
engagement, 
- gaps in 
representation 
and inclusivity
- limited 
media diver-
sity 
- a control tool 
within the
government–
capital–state 
triangle

- public 
service with 
core mission 
to inform
- conveying 
information 
accurately, 
grounded in 
documents 
and 
professional 
ethics
- truth & 
uncovering 
hidden
realities

- trust 
shifting from 
institutions to 
people 
- representa-
tion gaps 
-precarious
employment
- prosecutions 
- job insecurity
- vulnerabil-
ity of those 
reporting 
independent-
ly on social 
networks 
- low trust 
in pro-gov-
ernment but 
higher in 
alternative 
media/
journalists

26



MEDIA AND DEMOCRACIES AT RISK: AWARE BUT LARGELY DISENGAGED CITIZENS
The Future of the Media in the Western Balkans and Turkey – Considerations by Key Actors

While the number of media outlets remains high, and in some countries 
has even increased, the respondents believe that this proliferation does not 
translate into greater journalistic quality or genuine pluralism. On the contrary, 
the majority of media outlets are perceived primarily as businesses and/or 
instruments of political propaganda. The high number of media is therefore 
seen less as evidence of pluralism and more as an indication of deepening 
media capture. 

In Montenegro, it is widely recognized that the expansion of the media sector 
is a result of the increased interference of Serbia in the Montenegrin media 
landscape. In BiH, both media professionals and citizens suggest that the 
number of “proper” media outlets—those with functional newsrooms and a 
clear informational mission—is in fact declining. 

Several country researchers observed that the focus discussions reflected 
the broader devastation of local media. Although local media are essential 
for democracy at the community level, the small number of surviving local 
media outlets are highly vulnerable to political capture. In Turkey and Kosovo, 
for instance, citizen participants pointed to the limited visibility of local 
communities in media content. In BiH, the existence of a large number of local 
public broadcasters, directly funded by local government, is perceived not as 
a safeguard of public service values but as a mechanism of media capture. 
The respondents, primarily the media professionals and citizens with high 
cultural and social capital and influence, identified a range of factors that 
contribute to the discrepancy between the media and journalists as they ought 
to function and as they operate in practice, as well as between democratic 
ideals and the lived democratic realities in the region. 

One set of explanations relates to authoritarian and/or anti-democratic 
government practices. These include media-specific measures, such as weak 
media policies, insufficient support and funding, and the instrumentalization 
of media for particular political or economic interests through ownership 
structures, funding mechanisms, and influence over governing structures. 
They also point to broader governance issues, including a lack of government 
transparency, restricted access to information of public relevance, the absence 
of substantive debate, the trivialization of politics, inflammatory and polarizing 
political rhetoric, and, in some cases, direct repression through imprisonment 
or regressive legislation. 

Citizens with high cultural and social capital and influence in Serbia spoke of 
an authoritarian government that “relies to a great extent on media control” 
(Nikola Burazer, European Western Balkans, Belgrade), and of media outlets 
that are “either serving the government or capital, and not the audience” (Zoran 
Gavrilović, sociologist and media researcher, Serbia). In this context, the media 
professionals and citizens with high cultural and social capital and influence 
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oscillate between hoping for more and arguing for less regulation. Regulatory 
bodies across the region are often faced with political interference and lack 
institutional capacity. Some media professionals and citizens with high cultural 
and social capital and influence in Bosnia and Herzegovina urged the adoption 
of a law on media transparency that would reveal the interests shaping media 
practice. Others, however, fear that increased transparency requirements 
could expose independent media and journalists to additional pressures. The 
attempt by the government of Republika Srpska (BiH) to introduce a “foreign 
agents law”3 has been declared unconstitutional for violating Article 11 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights (MCOnline, 2025). 

In North Macedonia, the Law on Audio and Audiovisual Media Services allows 
central and local authorities, as of January 2025, to conduct government 
campaigns financed with 0.1% of the state budget. There are concerns that 
this may undermine media independence and foster media clientelism. 

In Serbia, the government has, in recent decades, acquired control over a 
significant portion of media outlets, including through ownership and funding. 
Respondents also point to a worrying concentration of media ownership linked 
to big money and major political parties. In Montenegro, for instance, some 
participants highlight overt foreign ownership connected to the government 
of Serbia, raising concerns about the influencing of public opinion in favour of 
particular political and business interests. 

The second set of reasons identified by the research participants are of an 
economic nature. They pointed to limited and decreasing revenue sources, 
funding models that constrain editorial independence, growing competition 
from online platforms, and the reduction of international media assistance. 
Government interference through media funding and media ownership is 
perceived as a persistent influence on editorial policies. At the same time, 
the advertising market is described as opaque, distorted by vested interests, 
and ethically compromised, with a significant share of advertising revenues 
flowing to political propaganda platforms and purely commercial outlets with 
questionable integrity. Media professionals in particular warn that the big tech 
platforms are expanding both their influence and their share of advertising 
revenues. While digital advertising may, in some cases, allow greater editorial 
independence than reliance on local advertisers, it generates insufficient 
income to sustain local media operations (see the report on BiH).

The long-standing financing crisis has been further exacerbated by the 
significant loss of donor funding with the retraction of USAID support for media 

3  The Law on the Special Registry and Transparency of the Work of Non-Profit Organizations, aimed 
to designate organizations and associations registered in the RS that receive foreign funding or 
assistance, including international NGOs as “foreign agents” and to create a separate legal regime. 
This law was declared unconstitutional by the Bosnia and Herzegovina Constitutional Court (MCOnline, 
2025).
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in 2025, as well as the March 2025 decision to dismantle the US Agency for 
Global Media (USAGM), which had a devastating impact on media freedom. 
Small independent outlets that were largely, or exclusively, dependent on 
USAID funding have been particularly affected. 

The mounting pressures on journalism are reflected in the observations of 
journalists who participated in the focus group in Kosovo, who described 
2025 as one of the most difficult years for the profession. They pointed to 
the withdrawal of donors, shrinking advertising revenues, and newsrooms 
increasingly relying on cheaper labour and lower-cost content.

A third set of explanations relates to the practices of media outlets and 
journalists themselves, as respondents also characterize journalistic quality 
as low and violations of professional standards as a regular practice. 
Sensationalism, superficiality, disinformation, lack of context, insufficient 
representation of diverse social groups and perspectives, political bias, 
absence of dialogue, repetitiveness, limited creativity and innovation, weak 
analytical content, narrow sources of information, and even content that 
incites anxiety are cited as some of the most disturbing shortcomings. These 
practices, participants argue, contribute to declining public trust and reduced 
media use. 

In Albania, the media professionals described how journalistic ideals are 
often abandoned when confronted with the reality of media dependence on 
centres of power, where certain topics, institutions, or individuals become 
“untouchable”. “We have stopped holding power accountable, but we also 
do not offer wrong or untruthful information. We may be guilty of not giving 
the whole information. We are not allowed to ask certain things of certain 
politicians or ministers. It is very clear who the untouchable ones are”, said a 
female TV reporter in Albania. 

Respondents in North Macedonia similarly observed that media are 
increasingly becoming “spokespersons for politicians or mere transmitters 
of their messages” (Eleonora Serafimovska, Professor, ISSPI, Skopje), 
while critical evaluation, debate, and certain voices are excluded (Frosina 
Parmakovska, writer, Skopje).

Some respondents spoke in particular of the failure of public service 
broadcasters (PSBs) to exercise their public service remit due to political 
interference and/or lack of capacities. 

Self-regulation is seen by representatives of the media community and other 
citizens as a key mechanism for the promotion of media integrity. However, a 
lack of capacity and awareness are cited as factors that limit self-regulation to 
a smaller segment of the public that engages with it and to a limited number 
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of media that participate in it. For instance, in Montenegro, self-regulation 
mechanisms have never been unified at the national level in the deeply 
polarized media environment. 

Some participants spoke of a wider problem of declining social value 
systems, reflected in the over-presence of content such as influencer posts 
and reality shows that promote unscrupulous self-interest and values centred 
on appearance and body image.

Finally, participants are aware of the devaluation of journalism, manifested 
in the low socio-economic position of journalists, and frequent pressures, 
harassment, intimidation, and smear campaigns, which further diminish 
journalists’ capacity to pursue high professional standards. Moreover, 
participants, particularly the media professionals, highlighted the overall 
depreciation of media and journalism in the eyes of the public, exacerbated 
by demeaning language used against them, that has been normalized in the 
political culture and public communication (see, for example, the reports on 
Albania, Serbia, and Kosovo). 

In this light, the citizens see the declining number of journalism students 
in the region as a logical consequence of unfavourable working conditions 
and sustained pressures. As some participants noted, young people believe 
that pursuing the ideals of journalism in deeply corrupted and demeaning 
circumstances does not pay off. The declining number of journalism students 
is not necessarily seen as a factor that will, in itself, further deteriorate 
media integrity, but rather as a sign of declining status and role of media and 
journalism. 

Several media professionals spoke of a lack of interest among journalism 
students in acquiring journalistic skills (see the report on Kosovo) and 
engaging in quality journalism, while only one mentioned the new generation 
of journalists who are passionate about public interest reporting (see the 
report on Serbia). The media professionals in some countries (see the report 
on Albania) referred to the discouraging fact that investigative journalism is, as 
a rule, not followed by disciplinary and judiciary procedures that demonstrate 
and foster accountability (through resignations, dismissals, arrests, and 
similar measures).

In sum, the citizens who participated in the research identified multiple 
risks for the future of our media and democracies. Political affiliations and 
pressures on the media, as well as declining reliability, relevance, quality, and 
professional ethics, are among the most frequently mentioned issues, while 
media professionals additionally refer to the crisis in media funding and lack 
of media policies that would promote media freedom. 
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Amid the overall decline in the democratic role of the media, many participants 
do not mention media sources that continue to provide reliable information of 
public relevance. Some respondents do refer to such media sources, mostly 
among media funded by international donors. Media professionals, however, 
point to the limited reach of such content, as the citizens tend to rely more on 
mainstream media. 
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Media use habits have undergone a major shift, primarily due to the rise of 
social media platforms and the related changes in both citizens’ demands and 
the media environment. 

The inputs from focus groups suggest that social networks and online media 
are primary sources of information, particularly among young citizens, but 
also increasingly among the older public. Older citizens, however, still regularly 
turn to television for information, reportedly particularly during prime time. 
Some participants pointed out that social media enables access to more 
diverse information and to underrepresented information and perspectives. 
In Serbia, for instance, citizens are increasingly turning away from the media 
and towards the initiators and witnesses of the current large-scale anti-
government citizens’ protests and university blockades for information. Such 
practices are seen as necessary for acquiring greater freedom, but are also 
viewed with caution due to lack of verification and guarantees of reliability. 

The research participants also indicate a major change in the intention behind 
communication practices, where news and information are no longer actively 
sought, but are constantly received through omnipresent mobile devices 
and social network feeds. Consequently, algorithms, along with big money, 
determine which information reaches citizens most prominently. This has 
significant implications not only for political communication and electoral 
outcomes, but as a participant in Serbia warns, for commerce and the overall 
value system. Social networks are described as a “space that actually favours 
consumerism and constantly feeds it and constantly supports it (…) democracy 
there has also become something like a commodity, a commodified value 
that is waved at us as, well, some kind of possibility, an illusion of choice” 
(Vladislava Gordić Petković, professor at the Faculty of Philosophy, Novi Sad). 

Some focus groups discussions involved reflection on algorithmic bias 
corresponding to users’ prior content histories, with only a portion of 
participants perceiving it as a problematic narrowing of pluralism of the 
views to which they are exposed. Some participants noted that the variety 
of available sources and algorithms do not work in favour of credible media, 
and may limit the extent to which citizens are well-informed, and promote 
polarization. Others view algorithms in a favourable light, preferring them to 
the content selected by media outlets guided by particular interests (see the 
report on BiH). 
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enables access 
to more diverse 
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Several participants across the region mentioned information overload, and 
pointed to a lack of interest in seeking news. Citizens reported news avoidance, 
low engagement and information fatigue. For instance, in BiH, several 
participants from Novi Grad reported that they deliberately avoid news in order 
to manage the adverse effects of information overload and sensationalistic or 
distressing coverage that makes them “confused, not informed” (Female, 52, 
Novi Grad, BiH).

Citizens are highly sceptical of the information they receive, in particular the 
information they receive through social networks. While some participants are 
aware of the lack of regulation, self-regulation, and ethical standards in the 
online sphere, some of them associate credibility of information sources with 
highly problematic criteria, such as popularity and reach (see the report on 
Albania). In comparison, professional media outlets are also not trusted, with, 
for example, the general opinion that the media are presenting half-truths, are 
selective, depend on political alignment, and/or are utterly commercialized. 
For example, during the biggest anti-government citizens’ protests so far 
in Serbia, citizens recognized that many media outlets aligned with the 
government did not report on practices of detaining activists, possible use of 
sound cannons during protests, and participated in propaganda campaigns 
against the protestors. In Albania, the fact that media owners have other 
businesses is seen as a sign of political influence over media content, of 
compromised editorial autonomy, and of misuse of media outlets in return for 
favourable treatment of those businesses. 

However, some participants mentioned television as the type of media they 
trust the most, even though it is no longer the most widely used (see, for 
example, the reports on North Macedonia and Albania). Online media are also 
increasingly used, while other types of media seem to operate on the margins. 
Only radio is mentioned to some extent, primarily as a source of music and 
not information, while other types of media were completely ignored. In North 
Macedonia, most of the participants in the focus group of young people said 
that they verify information obtained from social media by cross-checking it 
with traditional media, consulting family and friends, and using ChatGPT. 

Some participants maintain trust in a small number of media outlets they 
consider credible (see, for example, the report on Serbia and Turkey). Others 
instead refer to individual journalists who uphold professional standards and 
integrity. While some citizens elaborate that their trust in some media outlets 
is based on a long-standing commitment to ethical and quality reporting, 
others place their trust in individuals rather than media outlets. 

In addition, the shift to individuals and public institutions as sources of 
information has significantly limited the role of the media as mediators of 
information (see the report on Albania).
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Citizens, however, often express an overarching mistrust of the media and 
disregard quality media sources. A participant from the group with high cultural 
and social capital and influence in Serbia warned that overly generalized 
distrust opens a space for manipulation, as it leads to a situation where people 
no longer believe “anything or anybody” (Nikola Burazer, European Western 
Balkans, Belgrade, Serbia).

Insights from focus groups point to problems with how citizens use 
media and engage in communication. These include over-saturation with 
communication channels, information, and news, as well as difficulties in 
differentiating between quality public interest journalism and irrelevant and/or 
unreliable information. Some participants pointed out that the accountability 
and legitimacy of sources are increasingly harder to determine and that many 
citizens either do not have the time or lack the media literacy required to do so. 
Others mentioned the difficulties in defining boundaries of media, particularly 
online media, given the growing presence of influencers, which, for instance 
in Kosovo, is seen as both an economic and a cultural threat to journalism. As 
one media professional in the focus group in Serbia said: 

Across the countries of the region, engagement with the media remains low, 
with direct communication, requests, and complaints remaining the exception, 
and the culture of subscription to media content ultimately underdeveloped. 
Citizens expect to access news free of charge and often see little reason to 
fund media content. Only some participants, for example among the younger 
citizens in BiH, are willing to financially support media production. 

Engagement with the media is most often limited to comments under 
media content. However, rather than constituting meaningful engagement, 
such comments are more often entertaining in nature, or involve insults, 
disinformation, and hate speech. Citizens also reported a lack of responsiveness 
of media outlets, with some receiving no response after submitting suggestions 
or questions (see the report on Serbia). Some expressed doubts about the 
effectiveness of complaint mechanisms, while others do not mention such 
mechanisms at all. For instance, in Albania, citizens do not believe they can 
meaningfully contribute to combating disinformation, as it spreads much 
faster than complaint procedures can be completed. 
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Those people who are not knowledgeable about media, who don’t 
follow it, especially young people, they really don’t know the difference 
between what is good and what is not. They are convinced that 
everything is tabloid and that everything is bad and that it’s all nonsense 
and that journalism is like that. (Anonymous journalist, investigative 
portal, Belgrade)
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Overall, the focus group findings suggest that citizens do not use media 
effectively for civic participation, citing difficulties in finding information, 
insufficient information and difficulties in assessing its reliability, lack of 
motivation, a disorienting online communication environment, and lack of 
trust in the possibility of societal change. 

Citizen engagement aimed at improving the media landscape is mentioned 
only as a distant possibility by a small number of research participants. In 
Montenegro, citizens participating in the focus groups recognized the need 
to demand better conditions in journalism, but they believe that responsibility 
lies more with journalists themselves than with citizens. Several research 
participants in Albania noted that citizens remain disengaged from media 
problems, partly because issues within the media sector have become 
normalized. 

As reported by several participants across the region, citizens are 
increasingly migrating not only from traditional media to online platforms, 
but from established media sources to the social media profiles of 
individual personalities. In some cases, these tendencies may facilitate 
better access to information and a greater plurality of viewpoints, thereby 
democratizing communication processes. As some participants indicated, 
the anti-government protests in Serbia, and the posts shared by protest 
participants on social networks, have likely made citizens more aware of 
problematic government practices, including government repression against 
demonstrators, as well as the concentration of media outlets in the hands of 
a few media owners, often directly linked to the government. However, this 
migration to unverified online sources also increases citizens’ exposure to 
unregulated, false, and manipulative content. 
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Research participants expressed a large range of needs and demands, all of 
which reflect a strong desire for a different and better media. The participants 
reported being dissatisfied with commercial content, insufficient representation 
of diverse social groups, a lack of public service reporting, a lack of ethics, 
accountability, and substance, and an overemphasis on procedural and party 
politics. They also highlighted the absence of coverage of specialized topics 
and local communities, as well as the repetitiveness and negativity of news 
content. 

For instance, the participants in Serbia pointed to a lack of content for children, 
as well as a shortage of educational and cultural programming. In Kosovo, 
some framed their concerns as a need for media to better reflect “the realities 
in their communities”. In Montenegro, all the participants who participated in 
the focus group for young citizens expressed a need for positive stories and 
content that promotes knowledge, innovation, activism and individual agency, 
while older citizens pointed to a lack of context and responses to “why?” rather 
than merely “what?” As one young participant in Montenegro noted: “I want to 
see more reports that explain the consequences of political decisions and their 
concrete impact on citizens’ lives, as well as more space for diverse opinions 
and the voices of marginalized groups” (Male 1, 18, Nikšić, Montenegro). 

Participants particularly mentioned the lack of representation of certain ethnic 
groups, women, LGBTIQ population, children and young people, children with 
special needs, and small communities in media content. 

Coverage of political topics, some participants argued, should move beyond a 
focus on the procedural events, party-political discourse, and sensationalism. 
Across the region, participants mentioned a lack of documentaries, information 
on specialized issues, including science and culture, content on labour rights, 
and coverage of animal rights. Some also called for limits on advertising and 
for clearer identification of sponsored content, alongside stronger adherence 
to ethical principles in advertising practices. This would require both media 
and advertisers to communicate transparently about their advertising clients 
and the media where they place their advertising, in order to demonstrate that 
their advertising practices are ethical and take public interest into account. 

CITIZENS’ NEEDS 
AND DEMANDS

VI.
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Research participants expressed ambivalent views regarding public service 
broadcasting. While some called for a boycott, others expressed a belief in 
the necessity of such broadcasters, despite the prevailing view that they do 
not fulfil their prescribed public service role in practice. Some participants 
did acknowledge, however, that public service broadcasters cover issues 
neglected in the content of other media outlets, but admit that such content 
is not always relevant or engaging (see, for example, the report on Albania).

Table 3: CITIZENS’ DEMANDS 

Country In terms of content quality Other needs and demands 

Albania More: 
- education, health, culture, economy, 
tourism, social issues
- programmes for children & young 
people
- thematic content for particular 
groups, e.g. farmers
- documentaries

Less of: 
politics, crime, entertainment, & 
sensationalism

- being closer to public needs
- responding to the needs of all 
groups 
- greater professionalism and 
reliability
- higher ethics
- protection & independence for 
journalists

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

More:
- positive content
- in-depth coverage
- clear reporting on politics, 
representation of young people
- human rights focus
- culture & science programmes

Less of:  
- sensationalism
- commercial content
- unsubstantiated & populist content

- promotion of journalistic standards
- educating young people
- raising awareness, engagement & 
curiosity
- activist-oriented journalism
- ethical advertising, visible 
advertising

Kosovo More: 
- substance, diversity, ethics, 
accountability
- journalism that educates, informs, 
reflects the realities of local 
communities 
- informative and relatable coverage
- reporting on the economy, 
agriculture, community development

Less of: 
- political coverage
- sensationalist outlets prioritizing 
attention over accuracy

- renewed commitment to accuracy, 
independence, & ethical reporting
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North 
Macedonia

More:       
- analyses and debates 
- professionalism, inclusivity
- creative, innovative & engaging 
content 
- research, technology
- culture, science 
- youth programming 
- media literacy, critical thinking
- positive information

Less of: 
 - sensationalism, disinformation & 
unprofessional reporting
- politics

- media/journalists’ integrity
- strengthening human and other 
capacities in newsrooms

Montenegro More: 
- positive examples, stories that 
promote knowledge, activism, 
innovation
- investigative & analytical articles
- critical examination
- positive stories that offer hope & 
solutions

Less of: 
 - superficial, sensational, & often 
redundant information that does not 
foster understanding of reality

- active regulation
- government support for quality 
content 
- human dimension: professionalism, 
ethics & accountability 
- more solidarity to overcome 
pressure & threats

Serbia More:
- truthful reporting in the public 
interest
- debate & dialogue on important 
social issues
- educational & cultural content
- children’s programming

Less of: 
- polarizing content 
- reality formats promoting 
unacceptable behaviour
- content of low quality

- media to be a cohesive factor in 
society
- communicating with audiences 
- responding to citizens’ needs
- community building 
- financial autonomy
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While insights from the focus groups show that citizens recognize the need 
for public-interest content, some participants contrasted this with the greater 
reach and popularity of content that is irrelevant, low-quality, commercial, and 
sensationalist. As some participants in the focus group of individuals with 
high cultural and social capital and influence suggested, this pattern may 
stem from the failure of both the media and education system to cultivate 
an appreciation of quality content, to enable citizens to articulate their 
expectations, guide their media use accordingly, and ensure that such quality 
content is easily accessible. 

The writer and professor Nenad Veličković (Sarajevo, BiH), for example, 
emphasized that awareness of media and audience needs is something that 
is built through education: “It is quite possible that a young person who does 
not know their needs from the perspective of a member of the community has 
lost any expectations of the media”.

In terms of formats, the citizens participating in the research expressed 
interest in short, primarily video-based forms that are adapted to online 
use and shorter attention spans. Some citizens mentioned that short video 
explainers can cover relevant issues while also fulfilling a valuable informative 
and educational function, while others mentioned satirical news shows among 
their favourite types of media content. Media professionals participating in 
focus groups in BiH noted that media outlets can respond to audience demand 
for shorter and video formats while still providing relevant, public-interest 
content. More specifically, they suggested that digital explanatory formats 
can offer deeper explanations and context, thereby educating citizens, and 
attracting and improving their engagement with complex topics. 

Turkey More:
- culture, art, ecology, gender, labour, 
minority rights, provinces outside 
the capital 
- women’s journalism, 
documentaries, cinema, 
children’s programing 
 - covering special needs; animal 
rights
- more Kurdish, feminist & LGBTI+ 
voices

Less of:
- “Istanbul-centric” coverage
- fear of reprisal, opaque funding
- polarization

- queer/feminist/art/media actions 
- solidarity 
- media literacy programmes
- critical thinking, democratic 
engagement
- fairer distribution of public 
resources 
- diversification revenues
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The focus group discussions reflect concerns about global and local 
democratic backsliding and the ongoing media crisis. Citizens expressed 
concern about the future of both the media and democracy, perceiving it 
as uncertain if current local socio-political trends persist. Across the region 
and among different groups, research participants voiced concerns about 
declining media ethics, weakened public service functions, financial fragility, 
technological challenges, a hostile political environment, and lack of citizens’ 
engagement. 

The participants recognize the importance of media in public communication 
and in democratic life, although they observed that these media functions 
are in decline. Citizens’ views about the future of our democracies and our 
media vary from scepticism to cautious optimism. As one journalist from 
Montenegro put it: “There might be a chance if order is established. If the state 
and society understand that informing the public is a public good, not a matter 
of the market” (Maja Lalić Burzanović, NewsMax Balkans TV, Podgorica, 
Montenegro). Overall, citizens believe in a need for public service, reliable, 
responsible journalism. However, in the context of growing media capture, 
the global rise of the far right, and technological challenges, many fear for 
the future of both our media and democracies. Some research participants 
nevertheless argued that despite unfavourable circumstances and the need to 
adapt to new technological and social realities, quality journalism will endure 
(see the report on Albania). 

While some participants spoke of inclusive narratives, new spaces for public 
debate, and solidarity-based resistance, others pointed out that without 
addressing political capture and monopolization, journalism will remain 
confined to a struggle for survival (see the report on Turkey).

Several participants across the region believe that only systemic changes 
can reverse negative trends. Citizens and media professionals alike spoke 
of the need to revive quality, independent, public-mission journalism, as a 

CITIZENS’ PERSPECTIVES 
ON THE FUTURE OF 
MEDIA AND JOURNALISM
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prerequisite for democracy. Some media professionals framed journalism as 
more of a public service mission than a profession (see the report on Kosovo). 
Human judgment, empathy, and integrity, despite the growing use of artificial 
intelligence, are regarded as the core principles of journalism now and in the 
future. AI and digital tools can only be used as a support and can free up 
journalists’ capacities for meaningful investigative and analytical reporting. 
Some participants mentioned the need for regulatory advancement with 
regard to use of generative artificial intelligence, with others noting that AI-
powered search summary features negatively affect online media traffic and 
revenues. 

In several countries the participants talked about the need to change media 
funding models, in order to assure editorial independence. Some participants, 
particularly among journalists and citizens with high cultural and social capital 
and influence, argued that public funds should be used to finance media 
operations and media projects on a merit basis. In North Macedonia, all focus 
groups mentioned the Media Pluralism Fund, an independent government 
mechanism for funding media outlets, as a model of funding that should be 
established and/or strengthened and used for public service media content. 
In addition, Damir Šagolj, university professor and documentarian (Sarajevo, 
BiH), also suggested adopting support schemes for freelancers, as well as 
targeted subsidies, such as vouchers for media subscriptions or cultural 
events, to promote broader public access to diverse and high-quality media. 
Some participants also argued that media outlets should diversify revenue 
sources to enhance sustainability, including through commercial services, 
subscriptions and membership models. Others are sceptical about the 
potential of such support in local contexts, adding that public awareness of 
these mechanisms and their role in sustaining quality journalism should be 
strengthened in the future. 

Some participants called for supportive media regulation, aimed at enabling 
alternative funding models and support in media distribution, guaranteeing 
ownership transparency and improving media content regulation. 

Several participants stressed the need to advance citizens’ engagement, 
and strengthen public support for the media. The media community, some 
argued, must recognize citizens as their best allies and actively foster 
citizens’ engagement and community building. Some participants pointed out 
the need for the media to engage more with audiences and to show more 
responsiveness to citizens’ needs and interests. 

The transformative potential of journalists and media that remain committed 
to the ideals of the profession is also acknowledged, although participants 
stressed the need for greater support and recognition for such actors. 
Among the focus group participants, those who actively engage in public 
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communication within their communities and/or are willing to actively support 
independent media outlets are a minority, despite widespread recognition of 
the importance of the media and their future public service role. 

Technological developments and changing patterns of citizens’ behaviour 
are already significantly reshaping how news is understood and accessed. 
Participants expect these changes to continue, requiring traditional media 
outlets to adapt their strategies for reaching audiences and fostering 
public interest. On the one hand, some mentioned the need to build strong 
communities around media outlets to ensure loyalty in an increasingly 
platform-dominated communication environment. On the other hand, citizens 
observed that media outlets will need to increasingly prioritize short video 
formats, which are more widely consumed than written text. Adapting to new 
platform trends and formats, and experimenting with formats are seen as 
necessities: “Content simply has to be adapted to this new consumer and, 
as we said, to the changed habits of the audience, who now follow the news 
during short breaks, while waiting, commuting, or whatever the case may be.” 
(Tamara Ćuruvija, journalist, RTRS, Banja Luka).

In several 
countries the 
participants 
talked about 
the need to 
change media 
funding models, 
in order to 
assure editorial 
independence.
Public funds, 
diversi-
fied revenues 
including 
commercial 
services, sub-
scriptions and 
membership 
are mentioned, 
considered po-
tentially effective 
if awareness on 
importance of 
sustaining quality 
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Table 4: CITIZENS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THE FUTURE OF OUR MEDIA AND DEMOCRACIES 

Country Treats  Potentials

Albania - erosion of democratic functions 
and role of media (accountability, 
pluralism, etc.)
- pressures
- negative impact of social media 
platforms, influencers, blogs, & 
direct communication by political 
actors
 - undermined trust, credibility, & 
journalist standards

- building communities around 
media outlets
- quality journalism particularly on 
independent and digital platforms
- transformation rather than 
disappearance
- technological adaptation, changing 
audience behaviour & engagement 
- high number of media as a 
guarantee of informed public

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

- crisis in media funding, media 
distribution 
- growing attacks on media
- technological shifts

- collective organizing
- regulation of use of AI
- diversification of revenues, 
alternative modes of financing 
- responsible journalism
- direct communication with 
audience

Kosovo - political hostility, economic fragility, 
deepening crisis of public trust
- digitalization favouring speed over 
accuracy

- calls for a more ethical, inclusive, 
and human-centered media system
- professional renewal
- constructive use of emerging 
technologies
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North 
Macedonia

- technological innovations and 
digital platforms
- political influence 
- ineffective democracy 
- corruption 
- advertising market that does not 
assure independence & stability 
- withdrawal of foreign assistance

- journalists essential in verifying
authenticity, ensuring credibility, and 
providing context
- independent financing
- modernization of journalism 
education and newsroom operations 
- continuous training for journalists
- Media Pluralism Fund to support 
independent journalism
- strengthening the role of PSB

Montenegro - foreign-owned media 
- political influence and manipulation
- unverified information
- overproduction of content creating 
confusion
- lack of strong self-regulatory 
mechanism
 - inadequate media literacy 
education

- collective bargaining
- better conditions -independent 
reporting on digital platforms 
- interaction with audience
- adapting to digital platforms 
- more accessible & democratic 
media environment
- professionalization, public interest, 
education

Serbia - financial dependence 
- unregulated market
- political pressure
- dysfunctional regulatory system, 
technological innovations (rapid 
spreading of false and manipulative 
info)

- alternative models of financing, e.g. 
a subscription & citizen donations, 
along with the improvement of 
overall socio-economic conditions

Turkey - fear
- information pollution & 
disinformation
- legal pressures 
- economic crisis
- monopolized ownership 
- state control through advertising 
- power of digital platforms
- absence of reader support 
- threats related to artificial
intelligence

- public-oriented journalism
- the power of citizens coming 
together 
- media creating a shared protective 
space for such encounters
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Some participants from the journalistic community, as well as members 
of the general public believe that collective bargaining for improved work 
conditions and greater journalistic solidarity can provide journalists with 
sufficient autonomy to engage in public-interest reporting (see the report on 
Montenegro). Strong, large-scale, state-level, collective organizing is needed to 
ensure greater support for journalists facing pressure and to improve overall 
working conditions. 

Citizens also emphasized the need to update university curricula, both in 
journalism and in other disciplines, in order to better prepare young people for 
the digital realities. 

Joint reporting projects involving multiple media outlets at the national, 
regional, and international levels are viewed as a way to enable impactful 
investigative reporting that individual outlets may not have the resources to 
pursue independently. Such collaborations can strengthen public accountability 
and enhance trust in the media.
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Citizens perceive the media as central to democracy, yet they doubt its capacity 
to fulfil its democratic functions. What they are effectively conveying us is that 
the media is not what it should be. They refer to multiple systemic challenges 
facing media outlets and journalists, including inadequate and/or regressive 
regulation, financial and political pressures, intensifying competition, low 
socio-economic position, smear campaigns, and attacks. These factors were 
described in focus groups as normalized features of the media system. 

Democracies in the countries of the region are perceived as similarly 
dysfunctional, primarily due to corruption, lack of transparency, polarization, 
and authoritarian tendencies. At the time of compiling this regional 
comparative report, we are witnessing concerning developments, including a 
political leader from Republica Srpska casually spouting hate speech against 
the Bosniak population, stating “no one lies more or worse than a Turk” 
(referring to Bosniaks), the Serbian government continuing its clamp down on 
protesters, and the Turkish government persisting in silencing dissident voices 
through oppressive laws and imprisonment. The media themselves are rarely 
able to escape the democratic backsliding, while the space for independent 
and public-interest reporting in the region continues to narrow. 

The ruling parties and big business actors assert control over the media 
through ownership and funding, leading citizens to perceive media outlets as 
biased. At the same time, governments are failing to create the conditions 
necessary for a functional media system: advertising revenues are shared 
among a large number of media outlets and with giant tech companies, the 
advertising market is distorted, international donor funding is declining, public 
funds are misused for media capture, and the few quality and independent 
outlets in the region rely on limited and shrinking funding opportunities. Media 
professionals, members of the general public, and the citizens with high 
cultural and social capital and influence who participated in this study largely 
confirm these trends, which were also identified in the first cycle of the study 
on the Future of Media.

The increasing migration of public communication to online platforms has 
significantly weakened the media’s role as mediators providing a watchdog 
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function and guaranteeing reliability of information. Moreover, media outlets 
often reproduce official statements without sufficient critical evaluation, 
interpretation, or investigation. Citizens speak of increasingly blurred 
boundaries between professional journalistic and non-journalistic content, 
which make the information confusing and communication tiring. Although 
access to information has never been easier, the abundance of repetitive 
content, the sheer volume of information, the proliferation of sources, low 
quality, and uncertainty about their credibility, citizens are not necessarily 
better informed.

Citizens also tend to distrust institutions, including the media. Media content 
is frequently perceived as flawed, due to a lack of relevant information and 
diverse viewpoints, half-truths, biases, repetitiveness, lack of public discussion, 
and disinformation and other harmful content. In a significant shift from 
traditional to digital media, online media and social networks have become 
the main sources of information, despite being among the least trusted. This 
shift increases uncertainty about which information can be trusted, given 
that citizens primarily consume content from information sources that do 
not engage in formal verification or systematic scrutiny of political actors. 
Another shift in contemporary public communication is the growing tendency 
to place trust in individuals rather than media outlets. This includes credible 
journalists, but also influencers, some of whom disseminate disinformation 
and harmful ideologies. 

The role of media and communication platforms in these times of democratic 
backsliding is more important than ever. Although some participants 
mentioned examples of credible, high-quality, and investigative media content, 
the majority expressed resignation, disinterest, and news fatigue, along with 
limited readiness to engage with or support media outlets. Investigative 
journalism remains rare and often fails to result in greater accountability, 
further contributing to the scepticism about the capacity of journalism to 
effect change. 

Technological developments, audience fragmentation, and continued 
migration of audiences towards social networks and online media pose 
significant challenges for content creation and distribution. These factors 
make it increasingly difficult for quality media to reach citizens and foster 
meaningful engagement. 

To reverse negative trends, ensure the sustainability of quality journalism, and 
safeguard the future of our democracies, our focus groups insights suggest 
that reforms are required on multiple fronts, including media regulation, media 
practices, citizens’ behaviour in the communication environment, collective 
organizing, and the broader value system and socio-political environment. 
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Based on inputs from the focus groups, what is needed at the national 
and regional levels in order to ensure the future of quality media and our 
democracies is the following:

• Reform of media policies and implementation mechanisms: media experts, 
professionals, and citizens need to mobilize to demand policies that enable 
quality journalism. Given the adoption of regressive laws in parts of the 
region in recent years, mobilization against such initiatives is necessary to 
halt negative trends. Media policies should aim to restore the democratic 
functions of the media. Joint efforts are required to imagine, advocate for, and 
mobilize around policies that sustain independent journalism, ranging from 
those ensuring government funding for independent journalism, to measures 
protecting local media from unfair competition from tech giants, and to legal 
and other institutional support for journalists facing pressure. PSBs should 
be granted managerial and financial independence to restore their public 
service remit. Media policies, including financial support mechanisms, should 
particularly enable the existence of quality investigative, community, local, 
and regional media outlets.

• Ensuring sustainability of quality journalism: Public funds should be 
directed towards supporting quality journalism through independent funding 
mechanisms both for PSB and independent media outlets. The international 
donor community should help safeguard the last bastions of journalistic 
integrity from imminent financial collapse. Advertisers, ad creators, and 
advertising agencies should strengthen the legitimacy of advertising 
practices, by increasing transparency and adhering to ethical standards, 
avoiding harmful practices such as conditional placement, or advertising on 
unethical platforms. Governments, the media community, and civil society 
actors should work to ensure more equitable competition between local 
media and global technology companies. Media outlets should also diversify 
their revenue streams, including through community funding and commercial 
services, to effect greater sustainability.

• Promoting media transparency: Disclosure of ownership structures, funding 
sources, and the use of generative artificial intelligence in content production 
can help media demonstrate credibility and rebuild public trust. Transparency 
can be strengthened through media legislation, but also through voluntary 
internal policies adopted by media outlets seeking to foster trust-based 
relationships with citizens. 

• Promoting citizen engagement and community building: Recognizing 
citizens as essential allies for future sustainability, media outlets should 
respond more effectively to public communication needs, foster meaningful 
engagement with their content, and build strong communities around their 
work. Direct communication with citizens should involve dedicated formats 
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and platforms for engagement, enabling media to rebuild trust and proximity 
with their respective communities.

• Inclusion, representation, and thematic diversity: Media should promote 
inclusivity and ensure balanced representation of different political 
perspectives and social groups in their content. Particular attention should 
be given to the representation of marginalized communities. These principles 
should be supported both through regulation and through funding for media 
content promoting diversity. As the research findings suggest, media outlets 
should also aim to provide content covering various thematic areas, including 
education, science, and culture. 

• Responding to technological changes and to shifts in citizen behaviour 
and preferences: Media outlets should adapt content to digital environment 
and shorter attention spans, including through short-form video formats, 
while maintaining relevance and quality. Similarly, media outlets can respond 
to the trend of personalization of trust, aiming to assure trust by promoting 
relatable and credible media personalities within their newsrooms. The use 
of generative artificial intelligence should be optimized to support routine 
content production tasks, while engaging human capacities are prioritized in 
producing high-quality, original content, responsive to citizens’ needs.

• Improving socio-economic conditions including bettering working conditions, 
and institutional and legal protection of journalists. Collective organizing was 
identified as an important mechanism for improving the position of journalists.

• Strengthening of self-regulation mechanisms: The media community should 
reinforce professional ethical standards, establish joint self-regulatory bodies, 
ensure sufficient capacities and independence, promote acceptance of their 
decisions, and adapt ethical norms and mechanisms to the digital environment. 

• Promoting media literacy and updating study programmes: The public sector and 
civil society should actively promote media literacy, which is pivotal for enabling 
citizens’ understanding of and engagement in public communication and socio-
political processes. Journalism education should include familiarization 
with market trends and responsible use of artificial intelligence. Continuous 
professional development programmes should equip media professionals to 
respond to changing citizens’ needs and the evolving digital environment.

• Democratic revival: Ultimately, meaningful media reform depends on broader 
socio-political transformation. The media sector and civil society, including 
CSOs, academia, and activists, should build coalitions and develop shared 
visions for democratic renewal. A key challenge will be overcoming citizens’ 
scepticism and reimagining reforms and the role of citizens as agents of 
positive change. 
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WHAT DOES THE FUTURE OF MEDIA LOOK LIKE? 

The honest answer to that question is: We don’t know. Not knowing, however, 
does not mean that we lack clarity about what needs to be done along the long 
and difficult path towards restoring trust in both the media and democracy. 
Unlike artificial intelligence, which can fabricate information—a phenomenon 
known in AI research as “hallucination”—science does not speculate, nor does 
it seek to appease its audience. 

Consider the implications if systems such as ChatGPT were to respond with 
“I do not know” to even 30% of user queries. Users accustomed to receiving 
confident answers to virtually any question would likely abandon such systems 
rapidly. When an AI system says “I do not know”, it is penalized in the same 
way as if it had provided entirely incorrect information. The optimal strategy, 
therefore, is always to guess (Wei Xing, 2025).

In his book On Tyranny, Timothy Snyder highlights what he describes as the 
second lesson of the twentieth century: our duty to protect institutions. As 
he writes, “It is institutions that help us to preserve decency. They need our 
help as well. Do not speak of “our institutions” unless you make them yours 
by acting on their behalf. Institutions do not protect themselves. They fall one 
after the other unless each is defended from the beginning. So choose an 
institution you care about—a court, a newspaper, a law, a labor union—and 
take its side” (Snyder, 2017: 13).
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