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ABSTRACT

Societies’ resilience to disinformation is often linked to democratic backslid-
ing, but the relationships between these concepts remain poorly understood. 
To measure structural resilience to disinformation, we expand the framework 
developed for consolidated Western democracies by Humprecht et al. (2020) to 
democracies that are experiencing varying degrees of democratic backsliding; 
the Visegrád Group of Czechia, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia. Our applica-
tion leads us to generate additional macro-level features that should be incor-
porated when thinking about disinformation resilience in states experiencing 
democratic backsliding. Specifically, we identify how the role of civil society 
operates differently depending on the level of democracy and that the value of 
media trust is conditioned by the degree of institutional capture, adding these 
complementary measures to the original framework. Our updated empirical 
analyses suggest that, of our cases, Slovakia had the greatest and Hungary had 
the least resilience to disinformation. The advancement of the framework en-
ables its application beyond consolidated democracies by identifying additional 
aspects that help build structural resilience to disinformation elsewhere.
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1	 Introduction

Disinformation is often considered one of the main threats to democracies, but 
strategies to counter it systematically remain debated (OECD, 2022; Turcilo & 
Obrenovic, 2020; West, 2017). The spread of disinformation is often connect-
ed to the trend of democratic backsliding; the deliberate dismantling of dem-
ocratic norms and institutions by political elites (Colomina et al., 2021; Maati 
et al., 2023; Reisher, 2022; Wikforss, 2023). Yet, disinformation research 
focuses disproportionately on so-called consolidated Western democracies, 
especially the United States. 1 To understand the structural features relevant to 
exposure and resilience to disinformation in countries experiencing democrat-
ic backsliding, we first apply the framework established by Humprecht et al. 
(2020) beyond consolidated democracies. The framework identifies features of 
a country’s political, media, and economic landscape that influence resilience 
to disinformation at the societal (rather than individual) level.

We extend this framework to the Visegrád countries – Czechia, Hungary, 
Poland, and Slovakia – formerly authoritarian communist countries that are 
now experiencing democratic backsliding and an increasingly “illiberal public 
sphere” (Štětka & Mihelj, 2024). Evidence of these phenomena are emerging 
in Czechia (Cianetti & Hanley, 2021; Hanley & Vachudova, 2019), and there 
is broad consensus about Hungary’s new status as a competitive authoritarian 
regime (Krekó & Enyedi, 2018; Végh, 2022). Similarly, scholars argue that 
under the rule of the Law and Justice Party (PiS) – until December 2023 –
Poland regressed to a semi-consolidated democracy (Wójcik & Wiatrowski, 
2022), and serious challenges to liberal democracy have been identified in 
Slovakia (Mesežnikov & Gyárfášová, 2018). The variation in the degree of 
democratic erosion in these countries, combined with their shared history and 
cultural interconnectivity, makes them an excellent set of cases for clarifying 
the potential relationships between societies’ resilience to disinformation and 
the practice of democracy. 

There may be multiple reasons to expect that the original framework, which 
was designed for consolidated democracies, is not sufficient to explain resil-
ience to disinformation in other countries. Research outside of established de-
mocracies indicates that trust in the media in these countries is conditioned by 
popular wisdom and personal experience (Alyukov, 2023), social interactions 
(Pasitselska, 2022), and historical contexts (Pjesivac et al., 2016). In the pro-
cess of applying the original framework, we empirically identify several key 
differences in resilience features between democratic and eroding regimes. For 
example, we observe that consuming and trusting politically captured media 
that disseminate disinformation should be interpreted as lower resilience in 

1	 As of 20 January 2025, the United States was coded at the cusp of autocracy and considered a non-democracy by the POLI-
TY Project (www.systemicpeace.org).

http://www.systemicpeace.org
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eroding regimes. Therefore, we use our initial findings to suggest advances 
to the framework in application to eroding democracies and then empirically 
apply our advanced framework. 

To do so, we integrated V-Dem’s (Coppedge et al., 2019) Media Capture 
Index to account for the ownership features of a country’s media landscape. 
Media capture refers to the degree of control exercised over the media by 
political elites, which enables the latter to define the public agenda and, by 
extension, public opinion (Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Schiffrin, 2021). We also 
identify the part played by civil society in countries experiencing democratic 
backsliding, adding a Civil Society Index to account for variation in the scope 
of civic spaces and pro-democratic mass mobilization. The Civil Society Index 
helps highlight the role of non-government actors, which have been shown to 
bolster democratic practice and improve societal resilience to disinformation 
(Bernhard, 2020; Eisen et al., 2019). 

In the empirical application of our advanced framework, we identify that Slo-
vakia and Czechia fit the “polarized” cluster alongside countries in southern 
Europe identified by Humprecht et al. (2020), with Slovakia demonstrating the 
most resilience. Poland and Hungary are distinct from these countries both in 
their degree of media capture and in their civil society responses, with Hunga-
ry being the least resilient. Our application highlights the importance of these 
additional dimensions in identifying variation among countries experiencing 
democratic backsliding. We then apply our advanced framework back to the 
consolidated democracies used in Humprecht et al.’s (2020) original study, 
demonstrating that our advancements also improve our comprehension of re-
silience to disinformation in these countries. When applied to both the Viseg-
rád group and the European countries in Humprecht et al.’s (2020) study, our 
advanced framework reveals that the degree of media capture conditions the 
relationship between media trust and societal resilience to disinformation. 

Consequently, our additions to the original framework have implications for 
understanding the relationship between resilience to disinformation and the 
practice of democracy in consolidated and backsliding democracies alike. 
We contend that integrating the dynamics of media capture and civil society 
enables a more comprehensive view of societies’ resilience to disinformation.
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2	 Disinformation Resilience & 
Democratic Backsliding

In line with Humprecht et al. (2020), we analyzed resilience to disinformation 
at the national level, understood as the result of the macro-level features of a 
society. These macro-level features structure individuals’ resilience to disin-
formation and represent “the capacity of groups… to sustain and advance their 
well-being” (Lamont & Hall, 2013, p. 2) in the face of disinformation. This ap-
proach differs from those offered by media psychology or studies on the indi-
vidual micro effects of disinformation (Hameleers, 2023; Zerback et al., 2021).

The goal of disinformation is to shift people’s perceptions of reality and, ulti-
mately, alter their behavior. Many actors in established democracies perceive 
disinformation campaigns as a growing threat (Colomina et al., 2021) because 
these circumvent their norms and institutions to influence the population, there-
by weakening societal structures, shaping public opinion, and (de)mobilizing 
citizens (Humprecht et al., 2023). Disinformation is therefore defined by its 
status as not only false but also carrying the intention to mislead (Fallis, 2015) 
or cause harm (Pathak et al., 2021) – that is, “malicious” intent (Diaz Ruiz & 
Nilsson, 2023; Freelon & Wells, 2020).

Disinformation is an attempt to disturb democratic processes by influencing the 
decisions of individuals and institutions (Tenove, 2020). Exposure to conspir-
acy narratives reduces political participation by increasing people’s perception 
of their own political powerlessness or uncertainty and decreases trust in gov-
ernments (Einstein & Glick, 2015; Jolley & Douglas, 2014). Disinformation 
strategically shapes information availability and can affect collective opinion 
and decision-making (Woolley & Howard, 2018) by creating a “manufactured 
consensus” (Woolley & Guilbeault, 2017). In response, democratic institutions 
and societies attempt to minimize the dissemination of disinformation in their 
public spheres (Cipers et al., 2023). Therefore, we explore which factors deter-
mine resilience to disinformation at the societal level.

Resilience to disinformation refers to the ability of individuals and societies 
to identify, resist, and mitigate the harmful effects of disinformation. From 
a macro perspective, we focus on the processes, platforms, and features that 
are essential for democratic deliberation at the societal level. Humprecht et al. 
(2020) identify three overarching shifts in recent decades that have contributed 
to lowering societies’ resilience to disinformation; these occurred in the polit-
ical environment, the media environment, and the economic environment. We 
review each area in detail in the supplementary material.
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Humprecht et al. (2020) also observe three clusters of resilience to disinforma-
tion in their sample of 18 consolidated Western countries: the “media support-
ive, more consensual cluster” in Western Europe and Canada; the “polarized 
cluster” in Southern Europe; and the US as an outlier case with low trust, high 
polarization, and fragmentation. We therefore seek to understand how this find-
ing travels to countries experiencing democratic backsliding. This is because a 
decline of democracy in terms of freedom of the press, the rise of authoritarian 
governments undermining democratic institutions, and the capture of media or-
ganizations (Schiffrin, 2018, 2021) can fundamentally alter societies’ resilience 
to disinformation. 

For instance, when authoritarian parties take control of public service media, 
roll back the rule of law by dismantling the independence of courts, or take 
civil rights away from groups in society, as the PiS government did in Poland, 
increasing polarization and protests against government policies may not be 
destabilizing to democracy but can instead be seen as an expression of the 
fight for democracy. Similarly, trust in media is not beneficial to democracy in 
all circumstances (see, e.g., Alyukov, 2023; Pasitselska, 2022; Pjesivac et al., 
2016; Szostek, 2018): in a situation of media capture by government parties 
and reduced media independence, citizens should be skeptical and less trusting. 
Accordingly, the use of social media for news is highest where trust in news 
media is the lowest in Europe, such as in Greece, Bulgaria, or Hungary (New-
man et al., 2022). Consequently, our application of Humprecht et al.’s (2020) 
framework beyond consolidated democracies will require adjustments for 
countries experiencing democratic backsliding.

 Thus, the goal of this study is to: 

1)	 Apply the framework of resilience to disinformation to the Visegrád 
group countries as cases experiencing democratic backsliding.

2)	 Advance the applicability of the framework of resilience to disinforma-
tion to countries experiencing democratic backsliding and validate these 
advancements using the countries covered by the original framework.

3	 The Visegrád Group

The Visegrád Group refers to political cooperation between the four countries 
of Czechia, Poland, Hungary, and Slovakia. These central European countries 
are united by their membership of the European Union (EU), shared economic 
and political interests, and a common legacy of having previously been within 
the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence (Schütz & Bull, 2017). After the Cold 
War, these countries were seen as frontrunners in post-communist democratic 
transformation. The challenges they faced during democratization were multi-
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faceted, with internal factors such as domestic political dynamics and institu-
tional weaknesses playing a central role in shaping their trajectories (Bakke & 
Sitter, 2021; Hornat, 2021). EU conditionalities further influenced the process 
of democratization in the region (Grabbe, 2006). More recently, Russia has 
expressed opposition to the region’s further integration with EU institutions 
(Cabada, 2022; Waisová, 2020). We briefly discuss the countries’ media eco-
systems and their relation to democratic backsliding and disinformation.

Czechia
In Czechia, much of the online disinformation is spread on websites and social 
media platforms with connections to Czech politicians with links to Russia, 
including former president Miloš Zeman and former prime minister Andrej Babiš 
(Cabada, 2022). The historical ties between the Czech Republic and the former 
Soviet Union – notably the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 – may 
shape public perceptions and, in some cases, influence resilience to Russian dis-
information narratives (Bokša, 2019). While contemporary Russia often positions 
itself as the successor to the Soviet Union (Chaisty & Whitefield, 2022), the leg-
acy of Soviet influence and occupation continues to affect attitudes in Czech so-
ciety (Heissler, 2018). Cultural familiarity with Russia may make disinformation 
messaging resonate more strongly, particularly when it appeals to shared histori-
cal or ideological frames, such as anti-Western sentiment or nostalgia for stability 
during the communist era. 2 Disinformation campaigns may therefore exploit 
lingering societal divisions or grievances related to the transition from commu-
nism to democracy, with some Czechs viewing the Soviet period as a period of 
stability or ideological alignment and others seeing it as a time of oppression.

In particular, the Mafra media group owned by Babiš continued to provide 
favorable coverage to his ANO 2011 party despite widespread evidence of 
his misuse of EU funds (Bernhard et al., 2019). The pro-democratic mobili-
zation that helped remove Babiš from office was therefore accompanied by a 
transformation of the media landscape (Bernhard et al., 2019), which Freedom 
House described as “politically imbalanced due to the concentration of media 
ownership in the country” (Buštíková, 2021) and dominated by conglomerates 
that secured comprehensive funding during Babiš’s tenure. These continue to 
ensure the former prime minister’s influence over coverage (Sybera, 2022).

2	 For example, a Russian disinformation narrative might frame the 1968 invasion as an action to “protect socialism” rather 
than oppression, thus appealing to those with nostalgia for the communist era.
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Poland
Disinformation in Poland tends to focus on government activities, the role of 
the Catholic Church, and “culture war” issues such as LGBTQ rights (Rosińs-
ka, 2021). Russian influence is less prominent in Poland than in other Visegrád 
countries (Waisová, 2020), largely due to a combination of historical mistrust 
of the Soviet Union and Russia and Poland’s current geopolitical objectives 
(Chappell, 2021). For example, Poland is the only Visegrád country to host 
US troops permanently on its territory (Waisová, 2020). At the same time, nar-
ratives of pan-Slavism – an ideology often associated with Russian attempts 
to foster solidarity among Slavic nations – are visible in some cultural and 
ideological spaces (Bokša, 2019) and have been adopted by fringe political 
actors (Witkowski, 2023).

Online disinformation in Poland is disproportionately produced by a small 
group of suspected right-wing accounts with links to the PiS (Gorwa, 2017). 
This pattern continues the previous strategy of taking over the state broadcaster 
(TVP) such that the service “is now widely seen on the left as an official chan-
nel for PiS propaganda” (Gorwa, 2017, p. 12). 3 Consequently, Poland’s Free-
dom of Press ranking fell to its lowest position ever (66th) in 2022 (Reporters 
Without Borders, 2023), 4 with identifiably false content featuring in mainstream 
news coverage as a result of lower journalistic standards, seeking audiences’ 
attention, and the dominance of corporate interests (Popiołek et al., 2021).

Hungary
Hungary has experienced more pronounced autocratization than its Visegrád 
neighbors (Haglund et al., 2022). Since Viktor Orbán and his Fidesz par-
ty came to power for the second time in 2010, Hungary has had the lowest 
democracy standards in the EU (Coppedge et al., 2019). This trend has been 
accompanied by disruption to academic practices and the almost complete 
capture of the media landscape by Fidesz (Fillipov, 2020; Szicherle & Molnár, 
2021; Urbán et al., 2023). Spyware software is used to silence critics (Walker, 
2022), and government-aligned oligarchs systematically bought off media out-
lets after foreign investors withdrew due to political pressure (Štětka, 2015).

Domestic factors such as state-aligned media networks and home-grown disin-
formation producers have shaped public opinion and helped consolidate power 
for the governing party. A network of Fidesz-owned or supportive media outlets 
has been instrumental in spreading narratives that reinforce government pol-
icies and polarize the electorate (Bátorfy & Urbán, 2020; Urbán et al., 2023). 
However, Russian disinformation, a feature of disinformation in the other 
Visegrád countries to varying degrees, is “largely absent in Hungary… [be-
cause] the public broadcaster effectively plays that role” (Griffen, 2020, p. 59). 

3	 TVP was taken over by the new government after the 2023 election (Ash, 2024).
4	 Poland moved up to the 57th place in 2023 due to a reduction in the number of attacks and arrests of journalists (Ptak, 2023).
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Fidesz benefits from this dynamic as disinformation divides the Hungarian 
electorate and provides cover for the further erosion of democratic norms and 
standards (Reisher, 2022). Fidesz’s approach in Hungary has therefore been 
seen as a “roadmap” for countries like Poland (Štětka & Mihelj, 2024).

Slovakia
In the 1990s, under Prime Minister Vladimír Mečiar, Slovakia experienced 
periods of democratic backsliding characterized by violations of constitution-
alism and the basic rules of the liberal-democratic order (Gluchman, 2011). As 
a result, democratic consolidation took longer than in its Visegrád neighbors. 
In the early 2000s, Slovakia implemented reforms that included commitments 
to democratic principles (Mokrá & Kováčiková, 2023). Yet, problems have 
persisted. Influential oligarchs interfere with journalistic independence, with 
the murder of journalist Ján Kuciak evidencing the growing danger faced by 
independent media sources (Burčík, 2019; Urbániková & Haniková, 2024) in 
a media system containing a “vast ecosystem of outlets that promulgate prob-
lematic content” (Hajdu et al., 2021). 

The country’s positive attitudes towards Russia and pan-Slavism also hinder 
the population’s ability to identify widespread Russian disinformation (Hajdu 
et al., 2021). Websites that contain disinformation are frequently used media 
sources, and articles utilizing pan-Slavic cultural narratives are widely shared 
on social media (Čižik & Masariková, 2018). The prevalence of disinforma-
tion in Slovakia has become well understood in the digital era (Hlatky, 2023; 
Škarba & Višňovský, 2023; Wenzel et al., 2023), with disinformation narra-
tives observed in the output of professional media, politicians, and experts in 
the 2020 parliamentary elections (Kӧles et al., 2021). 

Although widely understood as a turn towards illiberal populism, the 2023 
parliamentary elections also saw protests against the ultimately triumphant 
Smer-SSD party, which was broadly seen as liable to political corruption and 
under the influence of oligarchic and criminal networks (Stoklasa, 2023). The 
government elected in 2023 appears unlikely to strengthen structures counter-
ing disinformation given Prime Minister Robert Fico’s close connections to 
pro-Russian groups. Since coming to power, Fico’s government has undertak-
en a “purge” of the public state media RTVS (Chastard, 2024).
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4	 Applying the Framework

To understand the dynamics of disinformation resilience in backsliding de-
mocracies, we started by applying the framework developed by Humprecht et 
al. (2020). The authors of the original framework identified seven indicators, 
grouped into the political environment, media environment, and economic 
environment, to explain variation in resilience to online disinformation. We 
used the same sources as the original study and provide further details about 
the data and indicators in the supplementary material.

We began by plotting the performance of the various indices for the European 
countries covered in the original framework in Figure 1, with the addition of 
the four Visegrád countries. In this visualization, a stacked bar of standardized 
values represents the relative resilience of each country, replicating the origi-
nal study. Values approaching 10 indicate higher resilience, and those nearer 
to – 10 indicate lower resilience.

Figure 1: Resilience indicators (original framework)

Note: Standardized index values. Higher values mean a higher performance on 
the resilience indicators. The figure is an extension of the study by Hum-
precht et al. (2020) adding Slovakia, Poland, Czechia, and Hungary.

In this application of the original framework, the Visegrád countries were all 
positioned in the lower half of the sample. Specifically, Slovakia, Czechia, and 
Poland were in the third quarter, and Hungary was in the fourth quarter together 
with southern European countries, identified in the original study as the “polar-
ized” cluster (Humprecht et al., 2020). These initial results from the Visegrád 
countries seemed to support the original framework’s consistency given that per-
formance on the resilience indicators aligned with exposure to disinformation.
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5	 Advancing the Framework

Though the Visegrád countries broadly aligned with our expected positioning 
the original framework, we identify several challenges in applying this model 
to countries experiencing democratic backsliding. Of the Visegrád countries, 
Poland showed the highest trust in the media overall and in the outlets that 
respondents used. According to the framework, this strengthens resilience. 
Yet, these high rates of trust do not align with reports about the Polish media 
landscape (Coppedge et al., 2019; Reporters Without Borders, 2023), which 
indicate that the country has experienced a more drastic dissolution of inde-
pendent and free journalism than Czechia or Slovakia. When a society upholds 
the freedom of the press, trust in media overall (the first component of the 
Media Trust Index) is expected to be lower. This relationship requires people 
to be critical of the undermining of this democratic principle and be able to 
both detect and reject widening opportunity structures for disinformation. 
Higher trust in captured media could instead indicate lower sensitivity to these 
processes, resulting in lower resilience to disinformation.

Whether “trust in news that I use” (the second component of the Media Trust 
Index) is also vulnerable to these deficiencies in countries experiencing demo-
cratic backsliding depends on media choices at the individual level. For exam-
ple, an individual consuming and trusting a media source that is biased or that 
has been captured by the governing party, such as the Mafra group in Czechia, 
is more likely to be exposed to disinformation. Conversely, consuming alter-
native media or having low trust in state-controlled sources can reduce expo-
sure to disinformation in these countries. For example, consuming alternative 
media sources in Hungary might offer resilience to government-endorsed 
disinformation (Goh, 2015). Hungary’s low trust in news media overall but 
comparatively high trust in the news media people use could be an indicator of 
this pattern. However, without more information about the sources that people 
favor and trust at the individual level, the existing framework is of limited 
analytical value. The deterioration of the media landscape is less severe in 
Slovakia and Czechia than in Poland and Hungary, yet these countries perform 
even lower than Hungary in the Media Trust Index. It may be that in these 
democracies, higher sensitivity to and critique of the attempted erosions may 
instead signify greater resilience to disinformation.

The Shared Audience Index could also be a problematic indicator outside of 
consolidated democracies if the highest audience share is concentrated on a 
public broadcaster that has become an instrument of the government or an 
outlet controlled by partisan oligarchs. In Hungary, this indicator forms an 
important component of positive values of resilience. Yet, 60% of the Hun-
garian population consume their news via RTL Klub, one of the few remain-
ing foreign-funded broadcasters in Hungary, which regularly emphasizes its 
independence from the governing regime (Bede, 2018; Newman et al., 2022). 
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Similarly, in Poland, the outlet with the highest share is TVN, a critical and 
foreign-funded TV outlet that has experienced frequent attempts by PiS to 
undermine its position in the media market (Charlish & Florkiewicz, 2021; 
Henley, 2021). A considerable share of both populations therefore consume 
content that opposes the government’s positions and disinformation. In both 
countries, these data can be understood as a sign of resilience to disinforma-
tion and indeed appear in the existing framework as positive indicators.

More generally, our findings for the Visegrád countries suggest that the frame-
work must be adapted for countries experiencing democratic backsliding. In 
the original framework, lower trust in the media decreases the values of Cze-
chia and Slovakia but might be understood as contributing to resilience. Con-
versely, Hungary and Poland display relatively high trust in the media overall, 
yet the evidence raises concerns about these societies’ institutional resilience 
to online disinformation. Another important feature of these two democracies 
is that a massive share of news audiences concentrate on the remaining inde-
pendent and critical broadcasters, indicating higher resilience. 5

We therefore proposed to advance the existing framework by adding two 
indicators about the role of civil society and media capture. Arguing that civil 
society is directly related to a country’s level of disinformation resilience, we 
chose to include the measure directly. Because media capture does not always 
correspond to lower trust in the media, we incorporated media capture as an 
interaction term with media trust, expecting that higher media capture damp-
ens the values of (misleading) high trust in the media. Finally, we contend that 
the operationalization of populist communication must be adjusted to apply 
beyond consolidated Western democracies. We discuss our additional mea-
sures below, and the full set of sources is presented in Table 3.

5	 For our cases, the qualitative insight was enough not to consider this as a sign of lower resilience. However, for other cases, 
this could reveal a concentration of large parts of a society on disinformation-spreading outlets. In these cases, the interpre-
tation of this value should be adapted as well. This could become important for consolidated democracies as well. 
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Table 1: Additional indicators, data, and sources

Additional indices Czechia Hungary Poland Slovakia Data source

Media capture

Censorship efforts against the media 3.05 1.97 2.16 2.60 V-Dem (2019)

Online media perspectives 1.91 0.85 1.45 1.45 V-Dem (2019)

Media self-censorship 3.18 1.70 2.38 3.62 V-Dem (2019)

Media bias 3.22 1.97 2.67 3.71 V-Dem (2019)

Critical print/broadcast media 3.24 2.27 2.57 3.64 V-Dem (2019)

Media Capture Index 0.64 0.10 0.32 0.80 V-Dem (2019)

Civil society environment

CSO entry and exit 3.34 2.17 2.79 2.81 V-Dem (2019)

CSO repression 3.97 2.35 2.82 0.221 V-Dem (2019)

CSO participatory environment 2.25 2.02 2.11 0.221 V-Dem (2019)

Pro-democracy mass mobilization 3.45 1.55 3.73 0.221 V-Dem (2019)

Populist communication

Vote share of populist parties in 2018 48% 68% 38% 37%
“Votes for Populists” 
database (2020

Change in vote share in 2008–2018 +35.2 +24.2 +2.7 –13
“Votes for Populists” 
database (2020)

Speeches of political leaders 0.414 0.423 0.348 0.534
Global Populism 
Database (2022)

Media capture
Privileged actors, including governments and political elites, frequently seek 
to manage or suppress information, for instance, by selecting and framing 
the public agenda, primarily to shape public opinion (Bajomi-Lázár, 2014; 
Castells, 2013; Curran, 2002; Hallin & Mancini, 2004; Schiffrin, 2018, 
2021). Political economists have traditionally defined media capture almost 
exclusively as direct control over mass media companies (Bagdikian, 2014; 
Golding & Murdock, 1997). In these accounts, media is described as the most 
direct socialization factor accessible to elites for delivering their message and 
manufacturing consent (Herman & Chomsky, 2010).

To include the degree of media capture by political elites, we constructed a 
new variable called media capture, which conditions the effect of media trust. 
That is, we interacted these variables in our advanced model. We operational-
ized media capture using five indicators from the V-Dem database (Coppedge 
et al., 2024). Censorship efforts measures the level of direct or indirect at-
tempts by the government to censor media output. Online media perspectives 
captures the diversity of political opinions in domestic online media. Media 
self-censorship measures the degree of self-censorship among journalists, giv-
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en that direct suppression is not the only mechanism that can lead to a loss of 
plurality of opinions. Media bias measures the degree of one-sided standpoints 
of media outlets against oppositional parties. Critical print / broadcast govern-
ment measures whether major outlets criticize government activities. For all 
measures, a higher score signals less attempted media capture. Our combined 
measure has high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α > 0.92). The selection 
of variables is close to the Freedom of Expression and Alternative Sources of 
Information Index provided by V-Dem.

Civil society
In countries experiencing democratic backsliding, civil society plays a pivotal 
role in bolstering resilience to both the erosion of democratic accountabili-
ty (Bernhard, 2020) and online disinformation (Eisen et al., 2019). In terms 
of democratic governance, civil society organizations monitor online spaces 
for disinformation aiming to undermine democratic principles (Sakalauskas, 
2021; Ufen, 2024) and can offer an avenue for “diagonal accountability,” 
through which citizens can make their voices heard (Laebens & Lührmann, 
2021). Through grassroots activism, advocacy campaigns, and community en-
gagement, civil society organizations can raise awareness about the dangers of 
online manipulation and provide citizens with tools for critically evaluating in-
formation sources (Klečková, 2022; Lewandowsky et al., 2012; Sakalauskas, 
2021). Organizations such as the European Citizen Action Service run targeted 
projects in these countries to foster the creation of civil society coalitions com-
bating disinformation, like the  Civil Society Against Disinformation program 
(European Citizen Action Service, 2023).

The civil society indicator is composed of two variables: the Core Civil So-
ciety Index and mobilization for democracy. The Core Civil Society Index 
captures the scope of civic spaces and activities and gives a measure of how 
robust a nation’s civil society is. The index comes from the V-Dem database 
(Coppedge et al., 2019) and is a composite of the organizational environment 
(including immigration control and the level of state repression) and the level 
of citizen activism (Lührmann, 2015). Meanwhile, the mobilization for de-
mocracy variable measures pro-democratic mass mobilization, which is said 
to improve institutional capacity against disinformation and has been shown to 
improve the quality of democracy (Hellmeier & Bernhard, 2022). This vari-
able was operationalized in our study using the question “how frequent and 
large have events of mass mobilization for pro-democratic aims been?” in the 
V-Dem database (Coppedge et al., 2019). Our combined indicator had internal 
consistency (Cronbach’s α > 0.83). 
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Populist communication
Humprecht et al. (2020) used the Europe-wide Timbro Authoritarian Populism 
Index (TAP) as their main source for the “vote share of populist parties” and 
“change in vote share of populist parties” components of the populist com-
munication indicator. While extending the original framework, we identified 
several limitations of this qualitative measure. In our advancement, we instead 
rely on the more commonly used measure of populist electoral support, the 
global Votes for Populists database (Grzymala-Busse & McFaul, 2020), which 
relies on Mudde’s (2004) definition of populism. Values for Norway were tak-
en from the PopuList 3.0 (Rooduijn et al., 2023; Van Kessel et al., 2023). We 
left the speeches of political leaders component unchanged.

Our proposed changes did not reduce the internal consistency between the dif-
ferent indices. 6 Having introduced our new measures, we follow Humprecht et 
al. (2020) and present the correlation matrix for all 20 countries in Table 2.

Table 2: Correlation of indices and exposure to disinformation (advanced 
framework)

Framework indices (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Populism (1) 1

Polarization (2) 0.49* 1

Media trust (3) 0.63** 0.57** 1

Media capture (4) 0.61** 0.63** 0.4 1

Shared media (5) -0.13 -0.06 0.02 -0.31 1

PSB (6) 0.45* 0.49* 0.46* 0.37 -0.16 1

Social media (7) 0.51* 0.44 0.51* 0.53* -0.2 0.62** 1

Market size (8) -0.09 0.4 0.08 -0.06 0.07 -0.15 -0.41 1

Civil society (8) 0.13 0.31 -0.08 0.70*** -0.26 0.24 0.14 -0.11 1

Resilience to disinfo (10) -0.69*** -0.56* -0.71*** -0.72*** 0.28 -0.57** -0.84*** 0.22 -0.19 1

Note: N = 20. Values are Pearson’s correlation coefficients. *p < .05.  
**p < .01. ***p<.001. PSB = public service broadcasting.

Next, we applied our advanced framework, presenting the results in Figure 2. 
The addition of media capture and civil society had important consequences 
in the Visegrád countries, moving them towards the bottom of the sample. Our 
advanced framework positions these countries as less resilient to disinforma-
tion, except for Slovakia. Hungary now scores at the lowest end of all coun-

6	 In the text, the digital is defined as all that is code-based and made intelligible via the screen of a digital device, while the 
analogue refers to existence unmediated by technology and pursued through non-digital means.
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tries. Poland and Czechia are negatively affected by the inclusion of these new 
variables, whereas Slovakia’s position remains largely the same.

Figure 2: Resilience indicators (advanced framework)

 

Note: Standardized index values. Higher values represent higher performance 
on the resilience indicators.

The inclusion of the Media Capture Index attenuated the otherwise positive 
value of media trust in Poland. In Czechia, lower rates of polarization and 
strong public service broadcasting (PSB) and civil society contributed to high-
er resilience than in some neighboring states. Yet, higher degrees of populism, 
lower trust in news media, and more widespread use of social media for news 
consumption contributed to the country’s vulnerabilities in this framework. 
Hungary scored the lowest of our 18 countries, only performing positively on 
shared media and market size. Slovakia was the best performing of the Viseg-
rád group, performing in the middle of the countries due to its higher trust 
in news media and large consumption of shared media outlets. Hungary and 
Poland demonstrated strong degrees of media capture, Czechia some degree 
of media capture, and only Slovakia scored positively in this area. Our civil 
society indicator was also strongly negative for Hungary and Poland, highly 
positive for Czechia, and slightly negative for Slovakia.

Following Humprecht et al. (2020), we next performed a hierarchical clus-
ter analysis using Ward’s algorithm and the squared Euclidean distance as a 
heterogeneity measure. This approach led us to choose a five-cluster solution 
as opposed to Humprecht et al.’s (2020) three-cluster solution, with a strong 
elbow in our scree plots at the fifth clusters. 7 Figure 3 visualizes the country 
means for each cluster across the nine indicators in our advanced model.

7	 The scree plot and dendrogram are shown in the supplementary material.
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Figure 3: Cluster Country Means

Clusters 1 – 3 broadly align with Humprecht et al.’s (2020) “media-supportive” 
cluster. Our Cluster 1, which consists of Finland, Denmark, Ireland, the Neth-
erlands, Norway, Sweden, Portugal, and Austria, is very similar to this cluster. 8 
Cluster 2, containing Belgium and Switzerland, is distinct from Cluster 1 only in 
terms of its lower levels of shared media, likely due to the lack of a single com-
mon language in these countries. Our Cluster 3, comprising the United Kingdom, 
Germany, and France, differs from Cluster 1 in terms of market size. As Hum-
precht et al. (2020) note in their limitations section, the inclusion of the United 
States in their study makes differences in the size of the European countries’ 
markets negligible, a distinction revealed in our European-focused analysis. 

Of greater interest for our study is the positioning of the Visegrád countries in 
Clusters 4 and 5. Slovakia and Czechia were positioned in Cluster 4, Humprecht 
et al.’s (2020) “polarized” cluster, alongside Italy, Spain, and Greece. Con-
versely, Poland and Hungary were positioned in their own cluster (Cluster 5). 
The biggest difference between Clusters 4 and 5, and the reason for positioning 
Poland and Hungary outside of the “polarized” cluster, is their much weaker 
civil society and media capture scores. In the indices from the original frame-
work, these countries did not appear to be very different. Yet, the addition of our 
advancements resulted in these countries being put in different clusters for their 
overall resilience to disinformation, underscoring the importance of our addi-
tional indices for comparing countries experiencing democratic backsliding. 

8	 Only Portugal moves from the polarized cluster.
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Having demonstrated the descriptive patterns of these different indicators in 
line with the original study, we once again followed Humprecht et al. (2020) 
by applying ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions on the framework indices 
and online disinformation. In Table 3, we present the results using the origi-
nal framework (1) and our advanced framework (2), extending the sample to 
include the four Visegrád countries in both cases. As in the original study, the 
indices explained a large proportion (R2 = 0.858) of the variance in the level of 
exposure to disinformation in the replication of the original model (1). How-
ever, we also note some differences from the original study, with no significant 
associations for market size or media trust. The lack of association with market 
size is likely due to the focus on European countries given the disproportion-
ate market size of the United States in the original study, whereas the lack of 
association with media trust is likely connected to our addition of the Visegrád 
countries, which points to the relevance of our hypothesized advancements.

Table 3: Regression results

Disinformation exposure

Original (1) Advanced (2)

Populist communication
-0.227 0.124
(0.185) (0.156)

Societal polarization
-0.090 0.124
(0.219) (0.181)

Media trust
-0.315 -0.302*
(0.159) (0.123)

Media capture
-0.589*
(0.209)

Media trust x media 
capture

0.365*
(0.144)

Strength of PSB
0.074 -0.198

(0.191) (0.154)
Shared media 0.125 0.065

(0.116) (0.085)
Size of online 
media market

0.044 -0.066
(0.176) (0.136)

Social media news 
consumption

-0.556* -0.368
(0.205) (0.066)

Civil society
0.602

(0.275)
Observations 20 20
R2 0.858 0.950
Adjusted R2 0.776 0.894

Residual std. error
0.473 0.326 

10.396  *** 16.998*** 
F statistic (df = 7; 12) (df = 10; 9)

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p<.001
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Our advanced model (2) explains more of this variation (R2 = 0.950), suggest-
ing that our additional theoretical dimensions improved our understanding of 
exposure to disinformation. In particular, the interaction of media trust with 
media capture made both variables more significant in predicting the level of 
exposure to disinformation. Adding media capture to the framework revealed 
significant negative associations between both media trust and media capture 
and countries’ resilience to disinformation. Yet, we also note a positive effect 
of the interaction term, indicating that the that the negative effects of media 
trust and media capture are conditional on each other, with the negative impact 
of media trust become less severe as media capture increases and the negative 
effect of media capture weakening at higher levels of media trust. Civil soci-
ety was not significantly predictive of exposure to disinformation.

6	 Discussion and Conclusion

Our study builds on the framework developed by Humprecht et al. (2020), 
extending its application from consolidated Western democracies to four 
countries experiencing democratic backsliding – the Visegrád Group. In doing 
so, we contribute to the broader understanding of societal resilience to disin-
formation. Specifically, our inclusion of the media capture and civil society 
indicators helps contextualize resilience in backsliding democracies. These ad-
ditions advance the original model by accounting for how institutional erosion 
and grassroots civic activity influence societal capacities to resist disinforma-
tion and make the original framework applicable to a broader range of politi-
cal contexts, including those marked by democratic backsliding.

In our empirical application, Slovakia and Czechia were clustered alongside 
southern European countries such as Spain, Italy, and Greece in the “polar-
ized” cluster. Slovakia was the most resilient of the Visegrád countries in 
this period (up to 2020). Yet, this study was conducted against the backdrop 
of new threats posed by the Fico government. Slovakian citizens previously 
paid the lowest license fee in Europe (Botiková, 2020), but the license fee was 
abolished in 2023 (“Viewer Licence Fees to Be Scrapped,” 2023), and the 
public broadcasting service RTVS, deemed the most objective news source 
by Slovakians, was closed by the government and replaced with a new broad-
caster in 2024 (Fabok, 2024). Meanwhile, Czechia demonstrated a stronger 
PSB and lower polarization than its neighbors. Since Babiš left office, the new 
government, led by Petr Fiala, has introduced amendments to improve inde-
pendence in the media market by building safeguards, notably eliminating pol-
iticians’ control over the composition of boards and automatically raising the 
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license fee in line with inflation (Daniels, 2022). 9 Despite these positive steps, 
the threat of authoritarian populism in Czechia remains as ANO continues to 
be one of the dominant parties in the country.

Poland and Hungary were sufficiently different on the dimensions of media 
capture and civil society to warrant their own cluster in our empirical analysis. 
Poland’s means of propaganda appear to have been so effective that trust in 
the media overall cannot simply be taken as a sign of resilience. The same pat-
tern holds for Hungary, with multiple indicators performing badly enough to 
distinguish these countries from the polarized cluster. Both governments have 
profited from disinformation and conspiracy narratives by concentrating media 
power and inducing fear among public critics of their governmental ideologies 
and tools. In this regard, the new Polish government’s reestablishment of the 
independence of the PSB appears to be an important first step towards improv-
ing the situation (Wójcik, 2023). 

One important contribution of this study is the contextual relevance of media 
trust in relation to media capture. Although high trust in the media is general-
ly considered a positive indicator of resilience in consolidated democracies, 
our findings challenge this assumption in contexts where media systems are 
heavily politicized or captured by authoritarian actors. In Hungary and Poland, 
for instance, trust in the media does not indicate resilience but vulnerability to 
disinformation aligned with government propaganda. Media capture by politi-
cal elites undermines democratic deliberation and enables the manipulation of 
public opinion in consolidated and backsliding democracies alike (Schiffrin, 
2021). The importance of media trust is conditioned by the degree of institu-
tional capture of media by political actors, where a combination of high levels 
of media trust and media capture aligns with higher levels of disinformation 
exposure. In short, the capture of trusted media sources by political elites 
seems to be a recipe for disinformation disaster regardless of the democratic 
context in which it occurs. Therefore, by incorporating media capture, we 
offer an improved framework for evaluating the complex relationship between 
media systems and societal resilience.

9	 As Daniels (2022) writes: “Amendments were drafted for the Act on Czech Television and Czech Radio, with the aim 
of creating additional institutional safeguards. Currently, a government can use its parliamentary majority to decide the 
composition of the boards, allowing it to place political allies within management structures. These amendments seek to 
undo this, and instead secure the independence of the governance boards for the future. Some of the proposals include: 
The establishment of clear criteria – for the first time – of who can be appointed to public media’s governing councils. The 
tightening of rules for who can nominate candidates. A change in the law to extend the powers to appoint the broadcasters’ 
government bodies from just the Chamber of Deputies to both chambers of parliament, thereby reducing the possibility of 
politicisation and improving the plurality of councils. Providing judicial oversight over dismissals of councillors. Another 
key element of the amendments is the provision for sustainable funding for the public broadcaster, with automatic increases 
in the licence fee in line with inflation.”
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Further, the inclusion of civil society in our advanced framework highlights 
the role of non-state actors in mitigating the impact of disinformation, partic-
ularly in environments where formal democratic institutions are weakened. 
Although the space for civil society is greatest in the most consolidated de-
mocracies, pro-democratic mobilization is more visible in the Visegrád group, 
which suggests that societies react to threats of democratic backsliding with 
awareness and by building capacities to inform and mobilize others. Where 
state institutions fail to reduce the dissemination of disinformation, these 
networks and alternative information providers become crucial sources in 
the fight against disinformation. A growing number of organizations in the 
Visegrád countries are already dedicated to these activities (Syrovátka, 2021). 
Instances of civil society resistance against disinformation include the “Cze-
chian elves,” a societal organized group that counters disinformation by Rus-
sian bots (Filipec, 2019). As seen across the Visegrád countries, these groups 
can help support information flow outside of captured professional media.

More broadly, civil society organizations can disseminate independent infor-
mation and help mobilize democratic resistance (Bernhard, 2020; Eisen et al., 
2019). Pro-democratic mobilization in civil society can counterbalance insti-
tutional deficiencies as strong civic engagement enhances resilience despite 
structural vulnerabilities. This finding aligns with broader theories of dem-
ocratic resilience, which contend that bottom-up efforts can complement or 
even substitute for institutional safeguards by providing accountability during 
periods of democratic decline (Laebens & Lührmann, 2021). Pro-democratic 
mobilization can act as a resource for resilience to disinformation. Still, the 
question remains of whether and to what extent civil society mobilization is 
actually impactful against the spread of disinformation.

Our approach also contributes to comparative political research by demon-
strating the necessity of adapting theoretical models to different contexts. 
While Humprecht et al.’s (2020) framework identifies structural factors in-
fluencing resilience to disinformation in consolidated democracies, its direct 
application to backsliding democracies would risk misinterpreting key indi-
cators. The interaction between media trust and media capture highlights how 
the same variable can have distinct implications depending on the political and 
media environment and points out the importance of considering local polit-
ical, social, and historical dynamics to understand disinformation (see, e.g., 
Pasitselska, 2022). With this work, we hope to offer a theoretical advance for 
future research on resilience in different settings.

We also contribute to ongoing theoretical debates about the relationship be-
tween disinformation and democratic backsliding. Disinformation campaigns 
exploit and exacerbate existing societal divisions and often serve as tools for 
authoritarian regimes to consolidate their power and undermine the opposition 
(Humprecht et al., 2023). Our media capture and civil society engagement 
measures suggest pathways for strengthening resilience in vulnerable democ-



DISINFORMATION RESILIENCE IN BACKSLIDING DEMOCRACIES \ 2105

racies, which will likely continue to be particularly relevant as disinformation 
challenges democratic norms globally, including in consolidated democracies 
(see, e.g., Norris & Inglehart, 2019).

Although our extension of Humprecht et al.’s (2020) model offers insight into 
resilience to disinformation in countries experiencing democratic backsliding, 
it has several limitations. As in the original study, one limitation is the reliance 
on macro-level indicators that are unlikely to capture the nuances of individual 
behaviors and perceptions, such as personal experiences with disinformation 
or varying levels of media literacy. While our indicators provide an overarch-
ing comparative analysis, they may overlook the influence of cultural, his-
torical, and institutional idiosyncrasies that influence individuals’ behaviors. 
Following Humprecht et al. (2020, p. 510), we note that some components 
of the indicators are volatile, meaning that their values are connected to the 
time when they were collected. Further, our dependent variable, perception of 
exposure to disinformation, serves as an indirect – and potentially unreliable – 
proxy for the actual prevalence of disinformation within a country. 

Applying a framework designed for consolidated democracies to countries expe-
riencing democratic backsliding presents inherent challenges. Our inclusion of 
the Media Capture Index and Civil Society Index also introduces methodolog-
ical constraints. For example, the interaction of media trust with media capture 
highlights critical dynamics in the Visegrád countries but assumes consistent 
interpretations of media capture across contexts. In countries with high levels of 
government interference, our measures may underrepresent the complexity of 
media environments or fail to capture informal mechanisms of control.

Finally, our study’s cross-sectional design limits its ability to capture changes 
in disinformation resilience over time. Democratic backsliding is a dynamic 
process, and the political and media structures in the Visegrád countries have 
experienced rapid shifts in recent years. Future studies using panel data would 
therefore help us understand how resilience evolves in response to changing 
political and media environments.

Lastly, our study highlights the need to consider additional communicative 
contexts when thinking about disinformation in countries other than consol-
idated democracies. In doing so, we identified distinct components that also 
help us understand societal resilience to disinformation in countries that are 
not experiencing democratic backsliding. As countries that have long been 
considered democracies experience society-wide challenges around disinfor-
mation and democratic erosion, it may become increasingly necessary to learn 
how these challenges manifest around the world.
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Supplementary Material

Descriptive Statistics

Figure A.1 shows the absolute reported percentage values of recognized dis-
information for all cases. The Visegrád countries are all located in the upper 
third of the countries. 

Figure A.1: Absolute disinformation values
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Figure A.2 shows the scree plots for our cluster analysis. The results indicate 
clustering with k = 5 to be the optimal solution. At k = 5, there is a kink in the 
WSS and log(WSS). η2 points to a reduction of the WSS. PRE4 indicates el-
bows at both k = 5 and k = 6. We observe a much smaller kink in these plots at 
k = 2. If we perform the cluster analysis with only two clusters, our groups more 
clearly align with Humprecht et al.’s (2020) distinction between “media-sup-
portive” and “polarized,” with the Visegrád countries belonging to the polarized 
group. The divisions are further shown in the dendrogram in Figure A.3.

Figure A.2: Cluster analysis scree plots

Figure A.3: Dendrogram
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Details of Indicators

In the following, we briefly introduce the key components of Humprecht et 
al.’s (2020) framework, which forms the foundation of our analysis.

In terms of political environment factors, polarization describes the ideolog-
ical or emotional alienation of different political or societal groups (Somer 
et al., 2021; Yarchi et al., 2021). When messages reinforce group identities, 
people are more prone to believe them (Tucker et al., 2018). Mass affective 
polarization merges citizens’ political identities with their social identities, and 
cognitive biases are amplified under higher polarization, thereby increasing 
individuals’ propensity to trust and disseminate disinformation, and, by exten-
sion, reducing resilience (Serrano-Puche, 2021). 10

The rise of authoritarian populist parties offers another favorable condition 
for disinformation. Authoritarian populist political parties combine the core 
elements of populism – framing politics as a conflict between a virtuous, 
homogeneous “people” and a corrupt “elite” – with authoritarian tendencies, 
including the rejection of pluralism, the curtailment of civil liberties, and an 
emphasis on centralized authority and law-and-order policies (Mudde, 2007). 
These parties typically advocate for exclusionary nationalism and are char-
acterized by their skepticism or outright hostility towards democratic insti-
tutions. While populist political parties generally emphasize the people–elite 
divide and aim to mobilize popular support, they can be positioned across the 
ideological spectrum and may not inherently reject democratic norms. Au-
thoritarian populist political parties explicitly incorporate these authoritarian 
tendencies to undermine democratic values (Norris & Inglehart, 2019), often 
mainstreaming disinformation into democracies by taking “issue ownership” 
over common or absolute truth and defining the legitimacy of truth-producing 
authorities (Hameleers & Minihold, 2022). Consequently, authoritarian pop-
ulists have an “elective affinity” (Waisbord, 2018) for using disinformation, 
meaning that a higher presence of authoritarian populists is closely related to 
the dissemination of disinformation.

Multiple media environment factors also influence societies’ resilience to dis-
information. Professional, mass, or legacy media play a central role in shaping 
public discourses. For example, news consumption and the funding of public 
service media are closely aligned with citizens’ political knowledge and behav-
ior (Aalberg et al., 2013; Aalberg & Cushion, 2016). Media organizations play 
an important agenda-setting role, shaping public and political debates (Entman, 
1993; McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Yet, trust in the media is eroding in many 
countries and is often connected to lower trust in political institutions (Hanitzsch 

10	 We follow Humprecht et al.’s (2020) original study in using affective polarization at the mass level in our model. We recog-
nize that a variety of alternative forms exist among the mass public and political elites, including ideological polarization, 
negative partisanship, partisan sorting, and issue congruence (Masket & Noel, 2021; Mason, 2018).
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et al., 2018) and increased partisan identification (Ladd, 2010). Online and of-
fline news fragmentation is also shown to increase disinformation dissemination 
both online and offline (Fletcher & Nielsen, 2017). In this context, overlapping 
audiences appear essential to countering partisan media narratives (Humprecht 
et al., 2020). Finally, the economic environment can also influence resilience to 
disinformation because larger markets may have a greater capacity to provide 
structures that limit the spread of disinformation while simultaneously incentiv-
izing the creation of more disinformation content (Stiglitz & Kosenko, 2024).

Humprecht et al. (2020) based their case selection of 18 democratic countries 
on Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) media systems, an often-used sample for 
comparative analyses. Given the noted differences between North American 
and European media systems in these two studies and our focus on extending 
the framework to the Visegrád countries, we excluded Canada and the United 
States from our sample and focused only on European media systems. We 
therefore applied the framework to a total of 20 countries (16 of the original 
18 countries, plus the four Visegrád countries). Wherever possible, the same 
years were used for data collection to enable the comparison of the results 
with those of the original analysis. We discuss each of the indices below, pre-
senting the full list of data and sources in Table A.1.

Political environment
For populist communication, we included the vote share of populist parties in 
2018 and their gains or losses between 2008 and 2018. In line with Humprecht 
et al. (2020), we sourced these two components from the TAP. Similarly, we 
included content analysis regarding levels of populism in the most recent 
version of the Global Populism Database (Hawkins et al., 2022). Societal po-
larization is composed of two variables from the V-Dem dataset (Coppedge et 
al., 2019), namely, polarization of society and online media fractionalization, 
which rely on country expert assessments. Again, we employed the sources 
used by the framework’s authors.

Media environment
Following Humprecht et al. (2020), we constructed media trust from two 
indicators from Reuters’ Digital News Report (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2018). 
As shown in Table A.1, these indicators scale respondents’ answers to ques-
tions about their degree of “overall trust in news media” and “trust in news 
that I use.” Strength of PBS was operationalized through a combination of the 
market share of public television and the total revenue generated by the annual 
license fee revenues as a share of gross domestic product (GDP). The original 
study relied on data from Brüggemann et al. (2014) for this, but the full data-
set for that paper was not available so we went directly to the cited source, the 
European Audiovisual Observatory (EAO). In keeping with Humprecht et al. 
(2020), we used EAO data from 2019 for all countries for the market share of 
public TV. For public revenue, we utilized the most recent figures.
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Table A.1: Data and sources (original framework)

Dimensions and indicators Czechia Hungary Poland Slovakia Data source

Political environment

Populist communication

Vote share of populist parties in 2018 20.2% 68.9% 46.4% 23.8% TAP Index (2019)

Change in vote share in 2008 – 2018 +7.4 +24.3 +10.5 +0.9 TAP Index (2019)

Speeches of political leaders 0.414 0.423 0.348 0.534
Global Populism Database 
(2022)

Societal polarization

Polarization of society 0.432 -2.986 -2.755 -1.192 V-Dem (2019)

Online media fractionalization 1.313 -1.453 0.019 0.980 V-Dem (2019)

Media environment

Media trust

Overall trust in news media 31% 29% 48% 34% Digital News Report (2018)

Trust in news that I use 37% 52% 55% 45% Digital News Report (2018)

Strength of public sector broadcasting

Market share of public TV 30% 11% 29% 14% EAO Yearbook (2019) 

Public revenue (license fee) 0.135% 0.201% 0.134% 0.134% EAO Yearbook (2019) 

Shared media

Share of largest media outlet 54% 60% 56% 60% Digital News Report (2018)

Outlet name CT 24 RTL Club TVN TV JOJ Digital News Report (2018)

Economic environment

Size of online media market

Internet access 76%  73% 68% 78% World Bank Data (2021)

Total population (millions) 10.675 9.643 36.821 5.432 World Bank Data (2021)

Social media news consumption

Social media use for news 56% 65% 59% 51% Digital News Report (2018)

Sharing news on social media 32% 32% 26% 27% Digital News Report (2018)

Economic environment

Disinformation exposure 36% 42% 28% 21% Digital News Report (2018)

Economic environment
Humprecht et al. (2020) included the total number of internet users in the size 
of the online media market variable in their study. Similarly, we operational-
ized this indicator using World Bank data on the percentage of internet users 
and the total population in each country (International Telecommunication 
Union & World Bank, 2021). The social media news consumption indicator 
contains two variables: (1) the share of social media use for news consump-
tion and (2) how much news people share on social media. Again following 
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Humprecht et al. (2020), we used data from the Digital News Report (Kalog-
eropoulos et al., 2018). We note here that social media can play a distinct and 
particularly important role in countries experiencing democratic backsliding 
(Schleffer & Miller, 2021).

Outcome
Our object of interest is the degree to which citizens report exposure to dis- 
and misinformation. This variable is measured in the Digital News Report in 
the form of reported confrontation with “stories that are completely made up 
for commercial or political reasons” (Kalogeropoulos et al., 2018).

Like Humprecht et al. (2020), we z-standardized all measures into average 
indicators and inverted some indices such that higher values reflect higher re-
silience to disinformation. The internal consistency of our measures across 20 
countries was identical to the original study (Cronbach’s α > 0.72; see Table 
A.3). We present the correlation coefficients between our different indices and 
the resilience variable for all countries in Table A.2. 

Table A.2: Correlations of indices (original framework)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Populism (1) 1

Polarization (2) 0.56* 1

Media trust (3) 0.60** 0.57** 1

Shared media (4) -0.18 -0.06 0.02 1

PSB (5) 0.46* 0.49* 0.46* -0.16 1

Social media (6) 0.54* 0.44 0.51* -0.24 0.62** 1

Market size (7) -0.03 0.4 0.08 0.07 -0.15 -0.41 1

Resilience to disinfo (8) -0.71*** -0.56* -0.71*** 0.28 -0.57** -0.84*** 0.22 1

Note: N = 20; values are Pearson’s correlation coefficients; *p < .05. 
**p < .01. ***p<.001. PSB = public service broadcasting. 

Consistency Tests
We present the results of our tests for internal consistency in the indices of the 
original framework application in Tables A.3 (overall), A.4 (components), and 
A.5 (countries) below.
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Table A.3: Original framework Cronbach’s alpha – overall

Lower Alpha Upper

Feldt 0.48 0.72 0.87

Duhachek 0.53 0.72 0.91

Table A.4: Original framework Cronbach’s alpha – components

raw_alpha std.alpha G6(smc) average_r S/N alpha se var.r med.r

Populism 0.64 0.66 0.77 0.24 1939607 0.12 0.08 0.24

Polarization 0.69 0.71 0.76 0.29 2438313 0.11 0.06 0.24

Media trust 0.67 0.69 0.78 0.27 2187140 0.12 0.07 0.24

Shared media 0.76 0.77 0.84 0.36 3337979 0.09 0.09 0.46

PSB 0.65 0.66 0.78 0.25 1967273 0.12 0.09 0.24

Social media 0.59 0.63 0.72 0.22 1680669 0.14 0.09 0.16

Market size 0.78 0.79 0.80 0.39 3845293 0.08 0.04 0.46

Table A.5: Original framework Cronbach’salpha – countries

n raw.r std.r r.cor r.drop sd var.r

Populism 20 0.76 0.77 0.73 0.65 0.83 0.08

Polarization 20 0.60 0.62 0.61 0.42 0.89 0.06

Media trust 20 0.69 0.69 0.64 0.52 0.97 0.07

Shared media 20 0.40 0.38 0.20 0.16 1.00 0.09

PSB 20 0.74 0.76 0.71 0.64 0.77 0.09

Social media 20 0.87 0.86 0.87 0.78 0.97 0.09

Market size 20 0.30 0.27 0.20 0.05 1.00 0.04

We show the results of our tests for internal consistency in the indices of our 
advanced framework application in Tables A.6 (overall), A.7 (components), 
and A.8 (countries) below.

Table A.6: Advanced framework Cronbach’s alpha – overall

Lower Alpha Upper

Feldt 0.61 0.78 0.9

Duhachek 0.65 0.78 0.92
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Table A.7: Advanced framework Cronbach’s alpha – components

raw_alpha std.alpha G6(smc) average_r S/N alpha se var.r med.r

Populism 0.74 0.75 0.88 0.27 3001197 0.09 0.07 0.28

Polarization 0.76 0.77 0.86 0.29 3256643 0.08 0.05 0.25

Media trust 0.76 0.77 0.89 0.30 3365746 0.08 0.06 0.28

Media capture 0.72 0.73 0.83 0.25 2704716 0.09 0.06 0.24

Shared media 0.80 0.80 0.91 0.34 4093419 0.07 0.07 0.43

PSB 0.75 0.75 0.88 0.28 3057413 0.08 0.07 0.28

Social media 0.72 0.74 0.85 0.26 2818731 0.09 0.07 0.25

Market size 0.82 0.82 0.89 0.37 4635684 0.06 0.05 0.42

Civil society 0.78 0.79 0.87 0.32 3713889 0.07 0.07 0.41

Table A.8: Advanced framework Cronbach’s alpha – countries

n raw.r std.r r.cor r.drop sd

Populism 20 0.74 0.73 0.71 0.65 0.85

Polarization 20 0.64 0.65 0.64 0.51 0.89

Media trust 20 0.63 0.62 0.57 0.49 0.97

Media capture 20 0.82 0.84 0.86 0.74 1.00

Shared media 20 0.41 0.40 0.27 0.22 1.00

PSB 20 0.70 0.71 0.67 0.61 0.77

Social media 20 0.82 0.80 0.79 0.73 0.97

Market size 20 0.27 0.26 0.21 0.07 1.00

Civil society 20 0.46 0.51 0.49 0.36 0.59
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