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SUMMARY

Montenegro is facing serious anti-democratic and anti-European trends that
directly affect the state of the media and journalism. Despite the formal
institutional framework and adopted laws, democracy in practice remains
weak, and the media landscape is confronted with numerous challenges
that threaten its integrity, professionalism, and role in society. Poor working
conditions for journalists, low trust in institutions and the media, and the
growinginfluence of social networks create an environment in which traditional
media are losing relevance, while at the same time providing more space for
unchecked and disinformative content. These issues were also recognized
by Montenegrin citizens, media professionals, and prominent individuals who
contribute to the country’s cultural and intellectual development and actively
participate in public discourse, and who took part in focus groups conducted
by the Institute for Media in mid-2025.

Most focus group participants see democracy in Montenegro as formally
present but poorly implemented in practice. In addition, most of them do not
trustinstitutions and do not believe that civic activism can bring about change,
which, inthe long term, affects their motivation to participate actively in society.
Participants in all four focus groups believe that professional and independent
media are a prerequisite for a quality democracy in which informed and active
citizens make decisions based on facts and verified information.

In addition to expressing distrust in the media and the prevailing view that they
are under strong political pressure, focus group participants believe that the
media tend to be sensationalist, lack full commitment to applying professional
standards, and do not sufficiently engage in combating disinformation.
Some citizens who participated in the focus groups, as well as most media
professionals, share the view that media pluralism exists only formally, and
that the increase in the number of media outlets has contributed to the wider
spread of disinformation. They point out that some highly read online portals
are often unregistered, which is contrary to the law, and that they do not adhere
to the ethical principles of the profession.

Media professionals and citizens with high social and cultural capital and
influence particularly emphasized the issue of foreign influence through media
ownership. In their view, this is one of the main problems that institutions
in Montenegro must address. Both younger and older citizens believe that
pressure and attacks on journalists are serious issues that further endanger
their already poor social status and working conditions. All focus group
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participants highlighted the importance of financial and institutional support
for professional media.

While most citizens believe that digitalization and greater use of new
technologies could create space for more independent reporting in the future,
media professionals think that overcoming the current crisis in journalism
requires a collective agreement, better regulation, and stronger support for
professional media.

Based on the research findings, the Institute for Media has prepared a set
of recommendations for institutions, media associations, media outlets, and
self-regulatory bodies, with the aim of contributing to improvements and
building a better future for journalism and the media in Montenegro.
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INTRODUCTION

The anti-democratic and anti-European trends that have become visible in
Montenegrin society in recent years, along with the numerous challenges
faced by the media community and journalists, do not suggest that the near
future of democracy and the media in Montenegro will be significantly better
than the present.

The problems affecting the media landscape were identified during the first
phase of the research on the future of the media in Montenegro, conducted
by the research team of the Institute for Media from April to September 2024.
By collecting and analysing a large set of data on journalism, the media
environment, ownership and finances, media representation and participation,
media use, and trust in the media and democracy, the study concluded that
the biggest challenge to building a better future for the media and journalism
in Montenegro is the poor media environment in which journalists work. This
environment is characterized by their difficult socio-economic position, the
absence of a collective agreement, and weak protection from threats and
attacks (Bogdanovié, 2024).

The media sector is only formally regulated at the strategic level. Media laws
have been amended several times, but no adequate solutions have been found
for key issues such as the transparency of media ownership, the strong foreign
influence within media ownership structures, the proliferation of unregistered
online portals, and the fight against disinformation.

Furthermore, the trend of declining trust in institutions is also evident in the
media sector, which citizens do not perceive as a trustworthy social actor.
Social networks have become one of the most important channels for
information, especially among young people, meaning that traditional and
mainstream media could easily lose their position as the primary source of
information and education in the future.

In the second phase of the research, conducted through focus groups with
various social actors in Montenegro from May to July 2025, we sought to
further analyse these identified trends, risks, and opportunities for the future
of media and journalism.—

The aim was to collect qualitative data on the attitudes and opinions of focus
group participants regarding the current situation and trends in the media and
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democracy, and to conduct a deeper analysis of this data by comparing it with
the findings from the first phase of the research.

This phase of the research used focus groups' to examine how media
professionals and citizens of different ages perceive the role of the mediain a
democratic society, how they interpret the developments and trends identified
in the first phase, and what their needs and expectations are regarding the
media and democracy in the future.

In addition to these two groups, a control group was introduced, consisting
of citizens with high social and cultural capital and influence—prominent
individuals who influence the cultural and intellectual development of the
country and actively participate in public discourse, but are not professionally
involved in media development. This group provided a broader social
perspective on media trends and allowed for deeper reflections on the role of
the media in contemporary democracies.

The findings from these focus groups will serve as the basis for
recommendations on preserving the democratic roles of journalism and
media in the Western Balkan countries and Turkey. These recommendations
will be grounded in the insights gathered during both phases of the research.
The research is part of the regional project “Our Media — Initiative for the
Advancement of Media Literacy, Dialogue, and Activism,” implemented by nine
media organizations from the Western Balkans, Turkey, and Slovenia, during
the period from 2023 to 2026.

1 More information about the focus groups and participants is available in Annex 1.
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ATTITUDES TOWARDS
MEDIA, JOURNALISM,
AND DEMOCRACY

Most young and older citizens who participated in the focus groups consider
the media a primary source of information, but they often express doubts
about their independence and obijectivity. The prevailing view is that media
in Montenegro are under strong political influence and that information is
presented selectively, depending on which political option the media favour.
Some respondents stated that the media often serve as instruments of
propaganda, and that objectivity is increasingly compromised in the effort
to satisfy certain centres of power. Some also recognize that journalists and
media do not operate freely, but face pressures, self-censorship, and threats
when covering sensitive topics.

Both younger and older citizens believe that there are few professional
journalists because journalism is influenced by politics and money: “It is not
realistic to expect high media freedom in a society where institutions are weak
and citizens are passive, which leaves room for the misuse of information”
(Female, 35, Niksic¢).

Although they recognize the importance of journalism for the functioning of
society, most participants emphasized that journalism today serves more as a
tool of manipulation than as a pillar of democracy. While media pluralism may
seem at first glance to contribute to a democratic society, participants mostly
pointed out that many newly established portals are driven solely by profit and
sensationalism rather than by the public interest.

Regardless of age, citizens agree that the number of media outlets is not a
guarantee of quality and often creates confusion and disinformation: “With
the increase in the number of media outlets, we gained quantity but lost
quality; anyone can open a portal and write whatever they want without any
responsibility” (Male, 38, Bijelo Polje).
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Some participants emphasized that, with proper regulation and developed
media literacy, media pluralism could be beneficial in theory, but in Montenegro
it is used for manipulation and to deepen societal polarization.

One respondent, with whom most agreed, stated that there are individuals
and a few media outlets that uphold professional standards, but their work is
hindered by threats, pressure, and a lack of protection. Most participants said
that journalism can fulfil its purpose if better conditions for its development
are created.

Citizens, media professionals, and citizens with high social and cultural capital
and influence largely share the view that Montenegrin media are increasingly
struggling to fulfil their key democratic roles. Although examples of serious
and responsible journalism still exist, these cases are becoming rarer and
often rely solely on the personal enthusiasm and professional integrity of
individuals, rather than on systemic support.

There are some media outlets that try to fulfil these roles, but their
visibility and influence are limited. Instead of informing and empowering
citizens, the media often serve political and economic interests. (Male,
38, Podgorica)

Both older and younger citizens highlight the problem of unverified information
that confuses audiences lacking critical thinking skills and media literacy.
Some emphasize that the repeated circulation of the same news with minimal
changes further undermines the quality of information.

The problem of declining professional standards is recognized both by
media professionals and by citizens with high social and cultural capital and
influence who participated in the focus groups. The trend of content copying
and superficial reporting was particularly criticized:

Author-based journalistic work has disappeared, and portals copy
from one another. Anyone can write whatever they want, no one checks
facts, there is no accountability, and the worst part is that the audience
is treated as a passive object of manipulation. (Cultural sector worker,
Podgorica)

Media professionals agree that the use of unreliable sources and anonymous
authors further undermines trust in the media. The majority believe that one of
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the reasons young people do not choose this profession is the poor reputation
of journalism and the presence of disinformation, which lead to distrust and
apathy.

Some media professionals agreed that political bias in the media is becoming
normalized in Montenegro today, which further weakens the possibility of
objective reporting. Some of them emphasized that without systemic support
and an ethical framework, it is difficult to expect journalism to fulfil its public
and social role as it should.

Journalists and editors who participated in the focus group mostly believe
that the situation in journalism and the media is worrying due to the poor
socio-economic position of media workers and insecure working conditions.

All participants pointed out that a serious problem for the media community
is the fact that the exact number of journalists is unknown, as well as how
many have left the profession in recent years. Most of them emphasized
that the profession has been degraded and is no longer attractive, citing the
example of journalism students who no longer see newsrooms as a place of
employment after graduation.

When you degrade journalists financially, you also degrade the quality
of reporting. So it's no wonder that some people film a newly opened
beach bar and present it as a news story. (Female, 35, Niksi¢)

Some journalists emphasized that this situation in the profession also affects
core journalistic values—integrity, motivation, and dedication: “Why would
|, for a salary of a few hundred euros, take on stories about corruption and
risk threats and pressure?” (Dragana Séepanovié, independent daily Vijesti,
Kolasin). This journalist recently won a first-instance ruling against the portal
Aktuelno in a civil lawsuit, after being targeted for years by the owner of that
media outlet, Zoran Becirovi¢, because of her articles about his controversial
business dealings in Kolasin.

Journalists who participated in the focus group are also dissatisfied with the
attitude of their superiors within newsrooms. Some of them pointed out that
they feel a lack of respect in their interactions with editors and owners, and
that this is rarely discussed within the media community.

The majority of media professionals agree that the role of the media in
Montenegro's democratic society has been degraded. Two changes were
particularly emphasized: the weakening of professional standards and the
increasingly blurred line between journalism and other roles—such as political
activism and PR. “We have journalist-activists, journalist-PRs, journalists
running campaigns. And these are roles that undermine credibility” (Zoran
Radulovi¢, independent weekly Monitor, Podgorica).
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Some journalists emphasized that the media scene is also burdened by the
unregulated status of freelance journalists in Montenegro, the non-transparent
financing of media outlets, and the growing trend of media that do not
contribute to greater pluralism or more professional content.

Some of us have fallen ill from the profession, others cling to their
jobs and are afraid to enter the market because they think they don't
know how to do anything else. We all write about the poor conditions
of nurses, but almost none of us about why a collective agreement for
the media is not being signed. (Zoran Radulovi¢, Independent Weekly
Monitor, Podgorica)

Some media professionals, and especially citizens with high social and cultural
capital and influence, emphasized that in recent decades the fundamental
functions of the public service have also deteriorated. Some of them pointed
out that the public service should serve as a democratic necessity, but it
has been turned into an extension of the authorities, while private media are
trapped by sensationalism and vested interests.

Participants expressed differing views on the role of the state in the media
sector, but the majority agree that the state should act as an active regulator
and supporter of culturally and socially important content—without directly
interfering in editorial policy.

Although both older and younger citizens who participated in the focus
groups understand the principles of democracy, both groups mostly express
the belief that democracy in Montenegro exists more on paper than in reality.
Some older citizens point out that democracy in Montenegro is undermined
by politically motivated hiring, selective justice, weak government oversight,
and citizens’ lack of interest in participating in political life: “Democracy is also
collapsing due to constant polarization and hate speech in the public sphere,
in which the media often play a negative role” (Male, 38, Podgorica).

Montenegrin society still does not fully understand the benefits of the
democratic system. Democracy cannot function if citizens are not
aware of their own role in it and of the fact that democracy depends
on the level of political culture and education in society. (Male 1, 18,
Niksic¢)
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Speaking about the ways in which they personally participate in democracy,
older citizens mostly say that they vote, but they add that they do not feel
much enthusiasm and feel that their vote rarely makes a difference. Younger
citizens are divided—some regularly participate in elections and protests and
see it as a personal responsibility, while others express apathy and distrust in
political processes, stating that they see no point in voting because “nothing
changes.” Those who are engaged emphasize the importance of both formal
and informal forms of political expression, including local activism, reporting
problems, and civic initiatives.

Onthe other hand, older citizens mostly say that they participate less frequently
in protests or civic initiatives, although some individuals noted that they had
previously taken part in protests related to issues of corruption, justice, and
the environment. Those who have been active in the community point out that
“there is a general fatigue and apathy, because changes do not come even
after major civic actions.” Both groups of citizens express awareness of the
importance of civic engagement, as well as the need for greater organization
and support for independent initiatives. Citizens mostly recognize that political
engagement should also include advocating for better working conditions for
professional media, but they emphasize that, in practice, this is a concern that
should interest journalists more than the general public.
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VIEWS ON THE
CHALLENGES AND RISKS
FACED BY THE MEDIA

The fact that the number of media outlets in Montenegro has doubled over
the past three years, and is now estimated at around 230, has, according to
the majority of media workers who participated in the focus group, not had
a positive outcome. They agree with the findings of the first phase of the
research, which showed that the significant increase in the number of media
outlets has not led to greater media pluralism or higher journalistic standards.

The increase in the number of media outlets should not necessarily
be a bad thing, considering that there used to be only one or two.
The problem is that the owners are unknown and that they are not
registered. (Dusko Mihailovi¢, working at the ETV portal at the time,
Podgorica)

The increase in the number of portals had a counterproductive effect.
Journalism is increasingly undervalued. There are at most ten serious
media outlets, and you have to rely on two of them to know what
actually happened. Here you read that someone has died, but they
haven't actually died. (Zoran Radulovi¢, Independent Weekly Monitor,
Podgorica)

This issue was commented on by both citizens and prominent professionals.
The prevailing view is that the hyperproduction of content has created
confusion and contributed to an overall decline in trust. A citizen with high
social and cultural capital and influence emphasized that “we ended up with
200 portals, but lost faith in every journalist” (Film director, Niksi¢).

Some participants point out that many newly registered media outlets often
do not produce their own content, but instead take information from other
portals, frequently without citing sources and often spreading unverified
content.
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Journalists and editors who participated in the focus group consider it a major
problem that all nationally broadcast TV stations, except for the public service,
are foreign-owned, which, according to the participants, opens the door to
political and commercial influences from neighbouring countries.

Some of them also pointed out the long-term damage that this model can
cause to the domestic media market, especially in times of crisis.

If it were 2020 now, our main star would have been Nestorovié, and
we would have had the Italian scenario in the first days and Lombardy-
level mortality. Here, the media were knowledgeable and understood
what was happening; they acted very professionally and stuck to the
expertise, which saved many lives. Now we have a completely different
situation. The situation has changed dramatically. (Zoran Radulovié,
independent weekly Monitor, Podgorica)

This problem has also been largely recognized by citizens with high social
and cultural capital influence. The majority believe that the media, influenced
by foreign owners from Serbia, shape public opinion in Montenegro, often
without responsibility toward the local society.

We are a small community, linguistically and culturally connected with
our surroundings. But no serious country would allow all its national
frequencies to be controlled by foreign media. Imagine Germany where
four national television stations are French. That wouldn’t happen. But
it did happen here. (Film director, Niksi¢)

Most media professionals believe that the existing self-regulatory mechanisms
are largely ineffective, both because of citizens’ attitudes toward self-
regulatory bodies and the formal approach of the media themselves to these
bodies and their recommendations. Some pointed out that citizens often do
not even know they have the right to file a complaint or where to submit it.
Media workers predominantly believe that it is not possible to establish a
unified self-regulatory body, as the media landscape is deeply polarized.
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Do citizens know that they can report a media outlet to a self-regulatory
body? No. And even when they do — something rarely happens. Media
outlets generally don’t have visible banners to inform citizens that
they can file a complaint. (Jelena Nelevi¢, daily newspaper Pobjeda,
Podgorica)

Some journalists pointed out that in certain newsrooms even the employees
themselves do not know what to do when they receive a complaint or objection
from readers or viewers. “There are not many complaints from citizens
because people don't believe anyone will react, nor is there awareness within
newsrooms about the importance of self-regulation.” (Maja Lali¢ Burzanovié,
NewsMax Balkans TV, Podgorica). One of the participants mentioned the
media outlet she works for as an example of good self-regulation practice and
said she is satisfied with the cooperation with the Media Ombudswoman.

With the new amendments to the Media Law, an obligation was introduced
requiring media outlets that wish to access funds from the Media Pluralism
Fund to have developed self-regulation. Some media professionals do not
consider this a good solution, noting that this measure can be used pro forma
- merely as a way to meet the funding criteria, without genuinely establishing
effective self-regulation.

Most media professionals believe that media outlets are not committed to
developing new ways of involving the audience in content creation, nor do
they use the opportunities offered by new technologies to encourage civic
interaction and participation in media work, which could help strengthen
public trust in media organizations.

Only one focus group participant mentioned that the media outlet she works
for tries to engage with the audience through a section in which they are invited
to report important information or raise issues. Most journalists believe that
interaction with citizens is limited to comments on social media, without any
serious consideration of their opinions or initiatives.

Some participants also emphasized that their readers reach out on their own
initiative when they have a problem, and that they mostly use the media’s
social media accounts to make contact.
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V.

ATTITUDES TOWARD
MEDIA USE AND
TRUST IN MEDIA

Younger citizens who participated in the focus group mainly get their
information from online news portals and social media, while occasionally
following television. Their views are consistent with the findings of studies on
the media habits of young people.

Some of them stressed that they follow multiple sources in order to compare
information and try to get closer to the truth. However, several respondents
said that the same news is often reproduced without additional verification or
analysis, making it difficult to gain a full understanding of events. They also
mentioned that they often check who the author of a piece of news is and
which media outlet it comes from, as this helps them assess the credibility of
the information.

Older citizens particularly emphasized that their media habits have changed
significantly over the past five to ten years. Most said they now use a variety
of sources, from television and online news portals to social media. Television
remains present, especially among older audiences, but to a lesser extent than
before.

Online news portals are used daily, but with a great deal of caution and
verification. Social media, although a fast way to access information, is
perceived as unreliable and often confusing. Participants emphasized that
they do not trust any single source “blindly,” but instead try to compare
information from multiple sources and assess credibility on their own: “Today,
you have to be your own editor and constantly filter information to get even a
somewhat objective picture of reality” (Male, 38, Podgorica).

Some older participants emphasized that discussions with people in their
surroundings are an important source of information for them, as they believe
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personal conversations provide additional insights or different perspectives.

Older citizens find it problematic that online news portals and social media
often promote information that provokes emotions rather than understanding,
making it necessary to additionally verify the relevance of the content offered.
Both older and younger focus group participants stated that they do not rely
exclusively on any single outlet but combine multiple sources to gain a broader
perspective. Their choice of media depends on factors such as author-based
articles, columnists, and prior experiences with specific outlets: “I only follow
those | believe have the least political influence” (Male 2, 18, Niksi¢).

Some older citizens stated that, due to the situation in the media, they have
become more cautious and selective about what they read and whom they
trust: “I used to trust a single source, now | combine several, because | no
longer fully trust anyone” (Female, 35, Niksic).

According to some older citizens, fewer and fewer media outlets provide
author-based articles and analytical approaches, while copying and superficial
reporting have become dominant. “The problem is also that it is difficult to
access sources of information, because many articles are signed as ‘NN
author’ or with pseudonyms, which further complicates credibility verification”
(Female, 35, Niksic).

Most participants, both younger and older, do not have complete trust in
the media they use, even though they follow them regularly. The majority
emphasized that they do not trust information that is unsigned or reported
without citing specific sources.

Participants point out that they often encounter manipulation of facts,
sensationalist headlines, and propaganda. Some, however, note that they have
a certain degree of trust in individual journalists or commentators who have
proven to be consistent and professional. “In general, trust is built slowly and
easily lost, which further complicates citizens’ access to reliable information,’
says one participant (Female participant, 37, Cetinje).

Some older citizens particularly stress that trust in individual media
professionals is based on personal judgment, previous experience, and the
logic of the content, rather than any formal guarantee of quality: “I| don't fully
trust any media outlet; it all depends on who owns it and who they serve”
(Female, 43, Mojkovac).
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The issue of declining trust in the media, observed in Montenegro, was also
commented on by media professionals. They agree that despite greater
availability of information, trust has decreased and the public is less well-
informed than before.

The majority believe this is due to the dissemination of insufficiently verified or
sensationalist information: “You read that someone has died, but they haven't.
Then the police deny it. And it happens all the time. It's public disturbance”
(Zoran Radulovi¢, independent weekly Monitor, Podgorica).

It has been particularly criticized that editors and journalists, in the race for
speed and clicks, often neglect basic journalistic standards, which further
affects the credibility of the profession: “Today the editor says ‘get it out
immediately, we need to be first!’ It doesn’'t matter if it's not accurate, what
matters is that we're first” (Maja Lali¢ Burzanovié, NewsMax Balkans TV,
Podgorica).

Most citizens do not engage in direct communication with the media. They
neither submit complaints nor comment on content, mainly because they
feel it would not lead to any change or response. Some participants admitted
that it happens they leave comments on social media, but do not expect that
to have any impact: “It happens that | comment, but rarely, because | don't
believe my comment will make a difference” (Malet 1, 18, Niksi¢).

Some older citizens shared their reasons for not communicating with the
media, ranging from the feeling that citizens’ voices are not heard to the belief
that the space for dialogue with the media is limited and ineffective. Some
said that they had previously tried to react through comments or letters, but
this produced no reaction, which discouraged them.

They also emphasized that it is often unclear whom to contact and how, as
contactinformationis not always available, noris there a practice of responding
to complaints. As a result, participants expressed a sense of exclusion and
distance from the media space.

One participant stated that, although she actively follows media content, she
rarely feels that there is space for meaningful dialogue between the audience
and newsrooms. Another participant, with whom others agreed, stated that
the connection between citizens and the media has weakened and is often
reduced to one-way communication.
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Media professionals also share the citizens’ view that the media have
ceased to serve as forums for public debate. Most believe that media outlets
increasingly offer little space for constructive exchange of opinions, especially
for marginalized groups, while programmes presented as debates are often
organized to stir up conflicts for the sake of viewership: “We cannot talk about
a forum for public debate if you only invite extreme guests who will align
with a certain editorial policy” (Zoran Radulovi¢, independent weekly Monitor,
Podgorica).

During the focus group with journalists, it was pointed out that politicians often
do not appear on programmes when invited by journalists, using disagreement
with editorial policy as an excuse. This further weakens the media’s role as a
space for dialogue.
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V.

ATTITUDES TOWARD THE
NEEDS OF THE AUDIENCE

All young participants in the focus group stated that they have a need for
positive examples and stories that promote knowledge, activism, innovation,
and personal initiatives, rather than sensationalism and conflict.

| 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, Niksi¢)

Older citizens predominantly want more content that explains the context of
events and answers the question “why," rather than just “what.” They believe the
media space is saturated with superficial, sensational, and often unnecessary
information that does not contribute to understanding reality.

Most seek more investigative and analytical articles, content that critically
examines social phenomena, as well as positive stories that offer hope and
solutions. Some believe that the media should educate citizens about their
rights, laws, and social processes, rather than just reporting on political
conflicts.

Most participants in the focus group with citizens possessing high social and
cultural capital and influence believe that culture and the arts are pushed out
of the media space or treated very superficially, and that this is content that
is lacking. “When an article or TV segment about cultural events is published,
it is often inaccurate, incomplete, or reduced to who attended, rather than the
content of the event” (Cultural sector worker, Podgorica).

Our respondents emphasized that cultural content is superficial, occasional,
and inadequately covered, and that dedicated culture desks in newsrooms
barely exist.

The public service has something called a culture desk, but it isn't
a real editorial team. People are constantly changing, there is no
editorial continuity, no long-term vision. We don’t have journalists who
understand culture, nor an audience that knows how to interpret it.
The media don't help—they only further blur the picture. (Worker in the
culture and music sector, Podgorica)
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Given that professional media and journalists face challenges in financial =~ The majority
sustainability, most participants believe that the most important outlets for  of participants
survival are those that uphold professional standards, have recognizable and ~ believe that the
responsible authors, and demonstrate consistency in their work: “Such media ~ Most important
should receive institutional and financial support because they provide quality medfa for

and responsible information, and at the same time are the most vulnerable” survival are those

. that provide
(Female, 42, Cetinje). impartial, well-

researched
The majority of participants believe that financial support for professional information

media should come from multiple sources, but on the condition that it does  and strive to
not affect editorial independence. Some think that funding should go to media  act in the public
outlets that are not tied to political structures and that strive to be objective. interest.

The maijority of participants believe that the most important media for survival
are those that provide impartial, well-researched information and strive to act
in the public interest.

Both some young and some older citizens believe that the state should
support media that operate in the public interest, but this must not be through
political control. In addition, international organizations, foundations, and
direct support from citizens through donations and subscriptions are seen as
potential models. It was also expressed that independent models are more
sustainable in the long term, but they require serious trust and responsibility
on both sides—media and audience.

Citizens who participated in the focus groups unanimously stated that they
do not pay for media content. They explain this attitude by the fact that the
content they access online is mostly available for free.

Most focus group participants believe that the level of media literacy in society
is low, especially among older and vulnerable groups, but also that younger
people are susceptible to misinformation due to the rapid consumption of
content.

Although media literacy is an elective subject for primary and secondary school
students in the Montenegrin education system, participants’ impressions
vary—some emphasized that the existing media education is insufficient.
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VL.

ATTITUDES TOWARD
THE FUTURE OF MEDIA
AND JOURNALISM

Regarding the future of media and journalism in fulfilling their democratic roles,
older citizens are divided between moderate optimism and deep scepticism.
Some participants believe that journalism will be transformed through digital
platforms, which could create opportunities for more independent reporting
and more direct communication with the audience.

However, most expressed concern that without systemic changes—particularly
in the areas of education, regulation, and financing—no significant progress
can be achieved. Older citizens also pointed to the responsibility of the public,
who should develop critical awareness and support media that operate in the
public interest: “The future of journalism will depend on how much society
demands accountability and professionalism, rather than just information that
confirms their own opinions” (Malet, 38, Bijelo Polje).

Older citizens believe it is crucial for media and journalists to free themselves
from political and economic pressure. Some consider the main obstacle to
be the media’s dependence on financiers who are often linked to politics, as
well as the lack of protection for journalists who wish to investigate sensitive
topics: “The problem is that journalists don't want to make enemies. Fear
and a lack of will to investigate thoroughly are the main obstacles” (Male, 38,
Podgorica).

Participants expressed a belief that the future of the media will be marked by
significant changes, primarily in terms of format and platforms, while content
is expected to become more objective and in-depth. Most participants believe
that traditional media will lose their dominance to alternative and digital forms
of information, which younger generations already rely on the most. Social
networks and other digital platforms are taking over as the main channels of
information, and the media will increasingly adapt to this trend, one respondent
noted.
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However, participants do not see this shift merely as a technical change,
but also as an opportunity to create a healthier, more accessible, and more
democratic media environment. One participant stressed that the future will
depend on all of us and on our willingness to create and sustain quality media
content.

It was particularly emphasized that artificial intelligence and new technological
tools will play an increasingly significant role, but that the human element—
professionalism, ethics, and responsibility—must remain at the core of
journalism.

We hope that the form will change, but also that the content will
improve—through greater objectivity, depth, and the engagement of
young, motivated people beyond political and economic influence.
(Male participant, 38, Podgorica)

Although cautiously, they expressed a sense of optimism and hope that through
technological development, active citizenship, and the professionalization of
journalism, a more inclusive and trustworthy media space will be created. Most
of them underscored the need to build independent, objective, and responsible
media in the future—those that stand against manipulation.

Younger citizens’ views on the future of the media are divided, but cautious
optimism largely prevails. Some participants believe that social media and
digitalization, despite carrying numerous risks, will enable greater transparency
and faster information flow, which could positively impact the media: “Given
digitalization, social media, and the speed of information, | believe journalism
will move in a better direction” (Female participant, 35, Niksi¢).

Most young citizens stated that without a change in the social context,
particularly the state of democracy, journalism cannot progress independently:
“Media can only become more democratic if society itself becomes more
democratic, as these two processes are mutually dependent. Changes depend
on the journalism profession itself and its return to professional standards”
(Male participant, 18, Niksic).

Media professionals expressed predominantly pessimistic forecasts regarding
the future of journalism in Montenegro. There is a prevailing sense that the
profession is in a deep crisis—staffing, financial, and ethical—from which it is
difficult to recover without significant systemic changes.

Media professionals consider the signing of a collective agreement, which
would guarantee basic rights and job security, as a priority for the future
of quality journalism. Some journalists believe that an independent and
functional self-regulation system is needed—one that serves not as a formal
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requirement for accessing funds, but as a genuine mechanism for monitoring
and protecting ethical standards.

The need for greater solidarity within the profession was also emphasized, in
order to fight for better conditions and protect journalists facing threats and
pressures: “If we don’t organize, every journalist will face problems alone. And
alone, you can’t do anything” (Dragana S¢epanovié, independent daily Vijesti,
Kolasin).

Some journalists, however, leave room for optimism, but only if there is a
clear distinction between professional media and unregulated portals, along
with institutional support, collective organization, and additional investment
in journalist education. “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 Lali¢ Burzanovi¢, NewsMax Balkans TV,
Podgorica).

Some media professionals expressed concern that, at this pace, public trust
in the media will continue to erode systemically, partly because the audience
increasingly cannot tell who is providing the information—be it a professional
media outlet, a PR agency, or a bot account on social networks. They expect
the influence of social media to continue growing, particularly among younger
generations, while traditional media lose their dominance.

Regarding journalistic practices, there is concern that journalism will become
further fragmented between those striving to maintain professionalism
and those who work on orders or completely abandon the basic rules of
the profession. Media professionals expressed the belief that changes in
journalistic practices and media consumption will continue, but mostly in
a negative direction, especially if the current trend of superficial, fast, and
unverified reporting persists.

Citizens with high social and cultural capital and influence, although mostly
pessimistic about the future of the media, offered a range of proposals for
improving the media landscape, focusing on professionalization, the public
interest, education, and the promotion of culture. They believe a clear strategy
is needed to limit excessive foreign influence, particularly from the region,
while promoting domestic production.

It was emphasized that the public service should focus on educational, cultural,
and informational programming, without commercial content, and that all
media receiving funds from public sources must comply with legal and ethical
standards. Most focus group participants highlighted the need for systemic
education of journalists, as well as of the public, through the introduction of
media literacy in schools and the promotion of professional journalism.
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VIL.

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Montenegrin citizens—both younger and older—as well as media professionals
and prominent individuals who contribute to the country’s cultural and
intellectual development and actively participate in public discourse, perceive
democracy in Montenegro as formally present but weakly implemented in
practice. Based on their views and opinions, there is a clear sense of distrust
in institutions and a belief that civic activism rarely leads to tangible change.
Encouragingly, all four groups recognize that professional and independent
media are an essential precondition for a healthy democracy—one in which
informed and active citizens make decisions based on facts and verified
information.

There is a strong sense of distrust towards Montenegrin media, which are
perceived as being under heavy political pressure, prone to sensationalism,
and insufficiently committed to upholding professional standards or
combating disinformation. Trust is placed more in individual journalists than
in media outlets themselves. Both younger and older citizens, as well as
media professionals, agree that media pluralism exists largely in form but not
in substance, and that a greater number of media outlets does not necessarily
translate into higher quality. Some citizens—and most media professionals—
believe that the proliferation of media has actually led to an increase in
disinformation. Focus group participants also noted that some online outlets
operate without registration, thereby violating legal requirements, failing to
demonstrate editorial accountability, and breaching professional and ethical
standards.

Citizens largely recognize a decline in professional standards and the overall
degradation of journalism. They believe that the media landscape is dominated
by content copying, superficial reporting, and unverified information. Media
professionals share this view, pointing out that poor working conditions,
the low social status of the profession, and the lack of institutional support
discourage young people from pursuing journalism. They emphasize that
journalists’ integrity and motivation often depend on personal enthusiasm
rather than on a system that enables and supports them to perform their work
professionally.
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Media professionals and citizens with high social and cultural capital and
influence particularly emphasized the issue of foreign ownership, which they
see as one of the most pressing challenges within the media community and
a matter that requires institutional attention. Both younger and older citizens
recognize the serious problem of pressure and attacks on journalists, which
further undermine their already difficult position in society and poor working
conditions.

To stay well informed, citizens follow multiple sources but remain aware
of manipulation, which makes them more selective. They emphasize that
they have almost no direct contact with the media and feel excluded from
the media space. While younger citizens seek positive stories and greater
representation of marginalized groups, older citizens call for analytical and
investigative reporting, educational content, and context rather than merely
“what happened.” All participants underline the importance of financial and
institutional support for professional media.

Regarding the future of the media, citizens expect that digitalization and
new technologies could create space for more independent reporting. Media
professionals, however, are more pessimistic—without collective agreements,
better regulation, and clear institutional support, journalism remains in crisis.
Prominent social and cultural workers offered several constructive proposals
which have been incorporated into the recommendations.

To contribute to improving the state of journalism and the media in
Montenegro, based on this and previous analyses, the Media Institute has
developed recommendations for decision-makers, the media community, and
civil society:

* The media sector must be better strategically regulated through the revision of
the Media Strategy, the introduction of oversight over the implementation, and
improvement of media laws in a way that addresses key issues burdening the
media community, such as ownership transparency, strong foreign influence
through concentrated foreign ownership of nationally broadcast television
stations, unregistered portals, combating disinformation, and so on. Through
the improvement of media laws, new European regulations in this field should
also be implemented.

+ Given that recent amendments have expanded the powers of the Agency
for Audiovisual Media Services to impose measures of varying intensity, the
regulator should be enabled to independently oversee the electronic media
market without political interference.
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« Although the Agency for Audiovisual Media Services and the Ministry of
Culture and Media have for years transparently allocated funds from the
Media Pluralism Fund, it is necessary to establish mechanisms for evaluating
the quality of funded projects.

* To improve weak self-regulation, media outlets must consistently implement
the new legal amendments that require them to develop internal self-regulation
if they wish to receive funds from the Media Pluralism Fund. Institutions
must establish oversight of this provision to ensure it is effectively applied in
practice.

+ Media outlets, with the support of institutions and media organizations,
should work on raising awareness among media and journalists about the
importance of strong self-regulation, recognized by citizens as an independent
authority that can contribute to improving the quality of reporting and to which
they can confidently submit complaints.

+ Media outlets, especially established and traditional ones, should, in line with
new digital trends and changing media consumption habits, use new formats
to deliver content in order to maintain public interest and further attract
younger audiences.

+ It is essential to continue promoting the importance of trade union
membership and the work of professional and media organizations in order
to collectively improve the socio-economic position of journalists and media
professionals, secure the signing of a collective agreement, and ensure better
protection against threats and attacks.

* The trade union and professional media organizations, with the support of
international donors, should continue working on strengthening journalists’
capacities and developing programmes for professional training and
performance improvement.

- Civil society organizations (CSOs) should continue implementing activities to
promote media literacy, with a focus on the education system. In cooperation
with educational institutions, they should strengthen the position of media
literacy as an elective subject in schools and further promote it to encourage
greater student participation.

+ CSOs should continue developing media literacy education programmes for
the younger population, who primarily use online media and social networks, as
well as for the older population, who are increasingly turning to these sources
of information. Synergy between institutions, CSOs, and media outlets will
improve media literacy, restore citizens’ trust in the media, and build resilience
against disinformation.
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ANNEX 1 - Description of focus groups
Focus group with citizens aged 18 to 35, Niksi¢,12 June 2025.

Participants:

Female, 26, Niksi¢
Female, 35, Niksi¢
Female, 18, Niksi¢
Male 1, 20, Niksié
Male 2, 20, NiksSié
Male 1, 18, NiksSié
Male 2, 18, NiksSié

Focus group with citizens aged 36 to 65,Podgorica, 11 June 2025.

Participants:

Female, 43, Plav
Female, 42, Cetinje
Male, 38, Podgorica
Female, 68, Mojkovac
Male, 38, Bijelo Polje
Female, 43, Mojkovac
Female, 41, Kotor
Female, 44, Bar
Female, 35, Niksi¢

Focus group with media professionals, Podgorica, 20 June 2025.

Participants:

Zoran Radulovi¢, independent weekly Monitor, Podgorica
Miljana Dasi¢, TV Vijesti, Podgorica

Maija Lali¢ Burzanovi¢, NewsMax Balkans TV, Podgorica
Dragana Sé¢epanovié, independent daily Vijesti, Kolasin
Jelena Martinovié, daily Pobjeda, Podgorica

Andela Dragnic, portal Volim Podgoricu, Podgorica
Dusko Mihanovi¢, portal ETV, Podgorica

Mladen Zadrima, RTV Cetinje, Cetinje
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Focus group with citizens possessing highsocial and cultural capital and
influence, Podgorica, 27 June 2025.

Participants:

Professor of general literature and cultural worker, Podgorica (anonymous)
Film director, Niksi¢ (anonymous)

Film director, Niksi¢ (anonymous)

Film and TV cameraman, Podgorica (anonymous)

Philologist, Podgorica (anonymous)

Cultural sector worker, Podgorica (anonymous)

Cultural and music sector worker, Podgorica (anonymous)
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