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ABSTRACT  
This paper comparatively investigates variations in journalistic role 
performances in politicized media systems. Poland and Hungary are 
included in the quantitative content analysis as illustrative cases of 
Central and Eastern European countries featuring democratic 
erosion, political polarization, and media systems with a high 
level of political parallelism. Our study identifies whether the fall 
of liberal and deliberative democracy and increasing political 
pressure on the media have been accompanied by modifications 
in the manifestation of journalistic roles and, if so, what those 
changes have been. We employ Mellado’s (2015) concept of 
journalistic roles by focusing on democracy-related domains, 
namely journalistic voice and power relations, and four roles: 
interventionist, watchdog, loyal facilitator, and civic. We compare 
data from national newspapers from two periods, namely 2012 
and 2020. Despite experiencing similar changes in political 
context, journalists in Poland and Hungary have differed in their 
performance of the watchdog and civic roles. However, they have 
been alike in relation to the steady rise of journalistic 
interventionism. Surprisingly, we found no evidence of the 
elevation of the loyal facilitator model in newspapers. This study 
indicates that systemic politicization and political pressure on the 
media go alongside with diminishing objectivity and detachment 
in professional role performance.
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Introduction

Journalists in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) have a long history of dealing with state 
pressures, censorship, politicized media owners, and legal blocks to their work. It is 
therefore unsurprising that much of the scholarship that has been devoted to the 
role of the media in the process of democratization (Carpentier, Dahlgren, and Pasquali 
2013; Price, Rozumilowicz, and Verhulst 2002; Voltmer 2008) has taken an especially 
high interest in the media’s role in the transformation of former communist countries 
in Central and Eastern Europe (see Dobek-Ostrowska and Głowacki 2015; Gross 2002; 
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Jakubowicz 2007; Jebril, Stetka, and Loveless 2013; Splichal 1994; Tworzecki and 
Semetko  2012).

Today, three decades after the democratization process and the increasing indepen-
dence of the media in the late 1980s and early 1990s, there is a need to study the increas-
ing politicization of the media. Scholars have documented contemporary pressures on the 
media in the CEE region in the form of media ownership, regulation, legislation, physical 
attacks, and threats against journalists or media owners (Selva 2020; Štětka 2014). While 
many previous studies have focused on analysis of governments’ performance or the 
potential and actual consequences of political decisions for the media system in 
general (Balčytienė et al. 2015; Dobek-Ostrowska 2015; Hrvatin and Petkovic 2016; 
Bajomi-Lázár 2014, 2017), less is known regarding how exactly a change in political 
environment is affecting the way journalists perform their professional roles in countries 
where democratic principles have substantially decayed, resulting in “significant deterio-
rations in freedom of expression at the hands of governments” (V-DEM 2022, 16).

Following previous research on how socio-political factors shape journalism across 
countries (Blumler, McLeod, and Rosengren 1992; Esser and Pfetsch 2004; Stępińska 
et al. 2021), this paper aims to compare and contrast journalistic role performance in 
two CEE countries, Poland and Hungary, which we consider to be the most similar 
from the viewpoint of the politicization of news media, a relatively limited experience 
of democracy, political pluralism, and media autonomy (Blokker 2013). Since 2010 in 
Hungary and 2015 in Poland, the political field has been dominated by national conser-
vative and right-wing populist political parties, namely Fidesz (Hungary) and Prawo i Spra-
wiedliwość [Law and Justice] (Poland). Both countries are also colliding with the European 
Union’s democratic values, partly due to their media policies and practices. In the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, increasing numbers of political observers and analysts 
have warned of growing polarization in Polish and Hungarian politics, especially among 
members of the elite (Bajomi-Lázár and Horváth 2023; Baylis 2012; Körösényi 2013). In 
addition to the issue of polarization, it has also been widely argued that the populist dom-
ination of power in both countries endangers pluralism in politics and engagement in 
deliberative actions (Bayer 2013; Galston 2018).

This academic endeavor is a continuation of our previous study, which provided a 
global perspective on the impact of the socio-political environment on journalistic role 
performance. Global findings demonstrate that political, legal, and economic freedom 
have a significant influence on journalistic roles (Stępińska et al. 2021), yet the media-poli-
tics relationship’s impact remains unclear (see also Márquez-Ramírez et al. 2020; Mellado, 
Hellmueller, and Donsbach 2017). In the present article, we devote attention to the data 
longitudinally, arguing that Hungary and Poland are excellent cases for assessing how 
selected media-related political contextual factors shape journalistic roles over time. In 
the literature, a relatively small number of studies have discussed the impact of political 
circumstances on changes in journalistic role performances. To our knowledge, no such 
studies have addressed CEE countries’ specificities. Thus, our aim is to fill these gaps.

By analyzing data collected in two periods (2012 and 2020), the paper explores (1) ways 
journalistic roles materialize in news content across the political leanings of the Polish and 
Hungarian print newspapers, (2) similarities and differences in role performance of Polish 
and Hungarian newspapers across time and different political contexts, and (3) media- 
specific political factors that relate to the performance of journalistic roles across time.
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The daily newspapers’ positions in the media ecosystem differ in analyzed countries. In 
Poland, daily newspapers have been regarded as more trustworthy news sources than tel-
evision and media online in Poland (Wirtualne Media 2016). Also, press has been the 
media type with a dominant role in the inter-media agenda setting, that is they are 
mostly cited by other media (Instytut Monitorowania Mediów 2023). In Hungary, the 
newspaper industry has been in a steeper decline because of the loss in readership 
and ad revenue (Kovács, Polyák, and Urbán 2021). Consequently, broadsheets and 
tabloid papers are clearly losing their importance in having an impact on public 
opinion and voters’ behavior.

Still, we decided to focus on newspapers for several reasons. First, although traditional 
print press is declining in both countries, all newspapers under our study went to online 
platforms. By doing so, at least some of them were able to keep their positions in the news 
circulations in both countries. According to Eurobarometer (2021), 39% of Poles and 36% 
of Hungarians still read written newspapers at least once a week.

Second, legacy media is relevant from the viewpoint of professional socialization in 
both countries. Most of the active journalists have been educated by practitioners of tra-
ditional media and started their careers in print press editorial teams or publishing 
houses. So the journalistic role performance is indirectly, but very likely impacted via 
the generational knowledge transfer.

Third, we studied a content of newspapers because it was collected in two waves of the 
Journalistic Role Performance project, hence the data allowed us to conduct a compara-
tive study across countries and time.

Finally, the comparative study on the role performance across platforms and countries, 
including Hungary and Poland (Mellado et al. 2023), revealed that media platform has a 
significant influence on the performance only of some of the roles, namely the interven-
tionist role, the infotainment role, and the civic role. In contrast, while the performance of 
the watchdog and loyal role is higher in both print and television news than in online and 
radio, those differences are not statistically significant when controlling for country and 
news outlet levels. By openly acknowledging both similarities and differences between 
the two countries, we believe that the comparative nature of the investigation provides 
beneficial suggestions for further analysis of role performance studies.

Theoretical Background

The relationship between media and politics has been studied for decades from two per-
spectives: the media system and journalism. Applying a media system framework resulted 
in theories of the press (Siebert, Petterson, and Schramm 1956), conceptualizations 
(Blumler and Gurevitch 1995), and classifications and typologies of the media systems 
(Brüggemann et al. 2014; Dobek-Ostrowska 2015; Hallin and Mancini 2004; Mellado and 
Lagos 2013; Meyen 2018; Peruško, Vozab, and Čuvalo 2013). Studying factors affecting 
journalism led to the development of concepts of journalistic cultures (Hanitzsch 2007, 
2011) and dimensions of professional roles either perceived (Hanitzsch and Vos 2018) 
or performed by journalists (Mellado 2015).

In this study, we will employ Mellado’s (2015) concept that distinguishes three main 
domains by which the practice of journalism can be analyzed (Donsbach 2014; Hanitzsch 
2007). The power relations domain deals with the relationship between journalists and 
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those in power. Journalists might defend the idea of monitoring de facto powers and 
denouncing wrongdoings (Waisbord 2013)—the watchdog role—or they may see their 
role as acting as loyal spokespersons for those in power, conveying a positive image of 
them, supporting official policies, and portraying a positive image of their country—the 
loyal facilitator role (Donsbach 1995). The journalistic voice domain deals with the 
more active or passive presence of the journalist’s voice in the news (Donsbach and Pat-
terson 2004) and includes the opposing interventionist and disseminator roles. Finally, the 
audience approach domain deals with the way in which journalists address the audience 
(Eide and Knight 1999).

Previous research on role conception (Hanitzsch 2011) and role performance (Márquez- 
Ramírez et al. 2020; Mellado, Hellmueller, and Donsbach 2017) has suggested that higher 
levels of democratic and civil rights should be positively associated with journalists’ eager-
ness to monitor, question, criticize, or accuse those in power (watchdog role) and nega-
tively associated with a tendency towards supporting the political agenda set by the 
government, showing loyalty to power, and supporting and defending the government’s 
policies (loyal facilitator role). Furthermore, a democratic regime provides favorable con-
ditions for disseminating information to citizens and representing citizens’ activities, 
demands, and questions (the civic role; Stępińska et al. 2021).

The second concept employed in this study is political parallelism. This concept was 
first introduced in the 1970s by Seymour-Ure (1974) and Blumler and Gurevitch (1995) 
and gained popularity in the 2000s after Hallin and Mancini (2004) made it one of the 
four analytical variables of their comparative media systems framework. As de Albuquer-
que (2013) note, the term “political parallelism” has been used to name at least three 
different phenomena. First, it is used to describe the existence of recognizable patterns 
of relationships between media and politics in a given society. Second, it may describe 
stable patterns of convergence between certain media outlets and political parties, 
groups, or tendencies with regard to their agendas, worldviews, and in some cases organ-
izational ties. Third, political parallelism is defined as a specific circumstance in which a 
significant degree of connection between particular media and political groups is a 
feature common enough to define the political communication system as a whole.

For the purpose of this study, we will use a combination of all three definitions. Such an 
approach will allow us to capture a long tradition of high-level political parallelism 
defined as a parallelism between media outlets and political ideologies in Poland and 
Hungary, as well as a shift towards political parallelism manifested by strong relationships 
between certain media outlets and political parties in both countries. Such clear political 
leanings of the press, accompanied by governing political parties’ instrumentalization of 
public media and financial control over regional media, create a highly politicized 
environment for journalism.

Previous studies have hinted that expressing journalistic voice has always been a major 
component of news media coverage in the sampled countries (Stępińska et al. 2016; 
Szabó and Kiss 2012), but little has been said about the development of the watchdog, 
civic, and loyal facilitator roles. With this analysis, we aim to longitudinally assess the chan-
ging or consistent patterns of journalistic role performance.
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Research Questions and Hypotheses

This study is driven by the following research questions: 

In what ways do journalistic roles materialize in news content across Polish and Hungarian 
printed newspapers of various political leanings? (RQ1)

What are the similarities and differences in the role performances of Polish and Hungarian 
newspapers across time and different political contexts? (RQ2)

How do media-specific political factors relate to the performance of journalistic roles? 
(RQ3)

To answer our research questions, we conducted a two-step study. First, taking advan-
tage of a broad comparative content analysis of print news carried out by the first (2012) 
and second wave (2020) of the Journalistic Role Performance Project, we carried out a 
content analysis of Hungarian and Polish samples. The Journalistic Role Performance 
(JRP) project (Mellado 2020) identifies professional roles in a quantitative way and in a 
comparative setting. The majority of the investigations into journalism have focused on 
role conceptions, usually measured through surveys using self-reported data. The JRP 
project, however, measures role performances, which are a single aspect of journalistic 
roles as manifested in news content.

In this paper, we concentrate on democracy-related journalistic roles across three 
domains (Mellado 2020). The journalistic voice domain relates to the presence of the jour-
nalist’s voice in the news. Within this domain, content is coded for indicators of the inter-
ventionist role, or the active role the journalist plays in interpreting and commenting on 
the news. The interventionist role is conceived as contrasting with the disseminator role, 
which, as a passive role, is not measured separately.1 A second domain has to do with the 
way in which journalists relate to the structure of power in society. Within the power 
relations domain, two roles are measured: the watchdog role, which sees the journalist’s 
role in terms of monitoring those in power and denouncing wrongdoing, and the loyal 
facilitator role, which sees the journalists’ role as cooperating with political authorities 
and institutions to enhance the loyalty to the political elite.2 The third domain links jour-
nalists to the audience; here, one role is involved in the analysis, namely the civic role. In 
this approach, journalism addresses audience members as citizens in need of a voice and 
information related to civic participation.3

To assess if the changes over time in journalist role performances in the two selected 
countries are statistically significant, we ran a variance analysis and Mann–Whitney U test. 
We also include selected macro-level contextual factors in the logistic regression to 
measure whether the changes in the relationship between politics and media matter in 
the evolution of democracy-related journalistic role performances in Hungary and 
Poland. The following four hypotheses are tested.

To assess if the changes over time in journalist role performances in the two selected 
countries are statistically significant, we ran a variance analysis and Mann–Whitney U test. 
We also include selected macro-level contextual factors in the logistic regression to 
measure whether the changes in the relationship between politics and media matter in 
the evolution of democracy-related journalistic role performances in Hungary and 
Poland. The following four hypotheses are tested. 
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H1: Decreasing press freedom in Hungary and Poland is connected to the increase in the loyal 
facilitator role.

To evaluate the relevance of media-specific political circumstances, we focus on the 
World Press Freedom Index of Reporters Without Borders for 2012 and 2020. This Index 
assigns a score ranging from 0 to 100 to each country or territory, with 100 being the 
best possible score (the highest possible level of press freedom) and 0 the worst. This 
score is calculated on the basis of two components: (1) a quantitative tally of abuses 
against media and journalists in connection with their work and (2) a qualitative analysis 
of the situation in each country or territory based on the responses of press freedom 
specialists (including journalists, researchers, academics, and human rights defenders) 
to a questionnaire available in 24 languages. Countries with high scores are placed in 
the upper ranks (with 1 as the highest position on the list).

In 2012, Hungary’s position was 40, while Poland’s was 24. Their respective positions 
dropped to 89 and 62 in 2020, and thus both countries were demoted from a higher 
to a lower position in the ranking. The demotion indicates decreasing press freedom 
and editorial independence. We postulate that the reduction in press freedom rank indi-
cates rising political influence in both countries, and we assume that the rising political 
influence in the news media explains the increasing manifestation of journalistic loyalty 
towards the authorities—just as the loyal facilitator role performance model registers. 
We expect that from 2012 to 2020, the loyal facilitator role performance indicators will 
rise in both countries, which can be statistically connected to the shrinking press 
freedom in Hungary and Poland. 

H2: Increasing media bias in Hungary and Poland is connected to the elevation of the inter-
ventionist role.

V-DEM data on media bias measures if there is media partiality against opposition 
parties or candidates in a country. Coverage can be considered impartial when the 
media as a whole presents a mix of positive and negative coverage of each party or can-
didate. The scale of the V-Dem media bias indicator runs from 0 to 4; 0 represents a situ-
ation in which the print and broadcast media cover only the official party or candidates, 
have no political coverage, or there are no opposition parties or candidates to cover, while 
4 refers to the case of print and broadcast media covering all newsworthy parties and can-
didates more or less impartially and in proportion to their newsworthiness. Thus, the 
lower the number, the greater the media bias. For Poland, the V-DEM media bias score 
was 3.74 in 2012 and 2.48 in 2020, which indicates growing political partiality in the 
media. The numbers show the same tendency in the case of Hungary: 2.92 to 2.01 
(2012 versus 2020), demonstrating increasing media bias. Given these V-DEM media 
bias scores, we presume more biased coverage goes hand in hand with increasing jour-
nalistic voices in the news media. Our hypothesis is that in both countries, systemic impar-
tiality manifests in decreasing neutrality and objectivity in journalistic role performances, 
so we expect rising interventionism in Hungary and Poland as well. 

H3: The decrease in media criticism is connected to the fall of the watchdog role.

Our third hypothesis seeks an explanation for the changes in the watchdog role. This 
paper connects watchdog journalism to criticism in the news media; therefore, we involve 
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the V-DEM media critical indicator in our analysis. The media critical indicator measures 
whether the major print and broadcast outlets routinely criticize the government or 
not. The scale runs from low (0) to high (3). Experts indicate 0 if there is no media 
outlet that routinely criticizes authorities, while they register 3 if all major media 
outlets criticize the government at least occasionally. Hence, the lower numbers demon-
strate diminishing criticism in news media outlets. For Hungary, the V-DEM media critical 
score was 2.3 in 2012, whereas in 2020 it was 1.57. In Poland, the numbers have also 
decreased from 2.76 to 1.93. As criticism has decreased over time, we expect the watch-
dog role to become less prevalent in the second wave of data collection than in the first 
one. 

H4: The decrease in engagement in public deliberation is connected to the decrease in civic 
role performance.

To learn more about the civic role and its changes, we test if and how citizens’ engage-
ment in deliberation is connected to the decrease in the civic role performance in 
Hungary and Poland. We use V-DEM’s engaged society metric, which refers to deliberation 
as manifested in discussion, debate, and other public forums such as popular media. The 
scale runs from low (0) to high (5). If public deliberation is never or almost never allowed, 
this equates with 0, while 5 indicates that large numbers of non-elite groups as well as 
ordinary people tend to discuss major policies among themselves, in the media, in associ-
ations or neighborhoods, or in the streets, and grass-roots deliberation is common and 
unconstrained. Accordingly, low numbers demonstrate a lack of deliberation and engage-
ment. In Poland, the V-DEM engaged society score was 3.77 in 2012, while in 2020 it was 
3.02. In Hungary, scores also became lower, dropping from 2.23 to 1.4. We use V-DEM’s 
engaged society metric to shed some light on civic journalism and its changing manifes-
tations between the two data collection periods.

Sampling

Based on a general codebook for studying democracy-related journalistic roles in news 
content, we sampled the eight most important newspapers by country (see Table 1). 
Newspapers were selected based on several features: audience size and reach4, press 
type (up-market or popular press), and the political orientation of the media organizations 
(left- or right-leaning, liberal or conservative) and either pro- or anti-government stance.5

It should be noted that while all the examined media outlets’ political leanings remained 
the same across time (2012-2020), in some cases the attitude towards the government has 
changed. Specifically, two Polish newspapers with strong political orientations, that is 

Table 1. Sample.

Country
N 

(summa)
N 

(2012)
N 

(2020)

Newspapers

Broadsheet Tabloid

Hungary 1151 663 488 Magyar Nemzet (right leaning); Népszabadság/ 
Népszava (left leaning, liberal)

Blikk (centre); Bors 
(right leaning)

Poland 1157 605 552 Rzeczpospolita (right leaning); Gazeta Wyborcza (left 
leaning, liberal); Nasz Dziennik (right, ultra- 
conservative)

Fakt (centre)
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Gazeta Wyborcza (liberal) and Nasz Dziennik (ultra-conservative) redefined their stance 
towards the government in 2020. While in 2012 Gazeta Wyborcza attempted to keep 
its distance to any political party (Stępińska et al. 2016), in 2020 the newspaper has 
openly opposed the United Right government established in 2015 headed mainly by 
the Law and Justice party. In contrary, Nasz Dziennik – a nationwide, Catholic-nationalistic 
daily opposes any liberal or left-wing political party (including Platforma Obywatelska, 
one of the parties in power in 2012), while it openly supports right-wing political 
parties (including Law and Justice, the main governmental party in 2020).

The overall content analysis included data from 2012 and 2020. By using the con-
structed week method, a stratified-systematic sample was selected that we applied to 
both Hungary and Poland. The unit of analysis was the news item. Due to certain 
changes introduced to the sampling strategy in the second wave of the project (2020), 
we had to adapt the sample in order to make the data comparable. First, we used data 
from just one year from the first wave of the study (2012) instead of two years (2012 
and 2013) to make the number of dates for collecting the data in both waves equal 
(two constructed weeks in 2012 and 2020). Second, in the second wave of the study, 
we collected data from print media, radio stations, TV stations, and online news media, 
while in the first wave, we collected content only from print newspapers. Hence, for 
the purpose of this comparative analysis, we use only the data collected from the news-
papers from both periods. Third, in the second wave of the study, we did not select purely 
foreign news (we used only domestic news and domestic news with foreign participation) 
because in the first wave, only news stories published in sections associated with the 
national desk were coded. It is worth mentioning that in the first wave, only one topic 
per item was coded, while in the second wave, up to three topics per news item could 
be coded. Hence, we decided to include news items devoted to all topics from Wave 1 
and Wave 2 items devoted to topics related to politics and elections (at least one out 
of three topics must be either Government/Legislatures or Campaigns/Elections/Politics). 
In total, our sample consisted of 2,308 news items: 1,151 in the Hungarian sample and 
1,157 in the Polish sample.

Findings

Role Performance Across Political Orientations of the Media Outlets

Responding to the first research question regarding the political color of the media outlet, 
our correlation analysis shows that political leaning causes slightly statistically significant 
differences between journalistic role performances in sampled newspapers. This obser-
vation holds true in both countries. To learn more about the nuances of role perform-
ances, we discuss the findings role by role and country by country.

Interventionism Role
In the case of Hungary, statistically significant differences are discovered in the interven-
tionism index scores among media outlets of different political orientations (F(3,1147) =  
25.389, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.062). As post-hoc tests demonstrate, left-leaning printed media 
perform the role of interventionism to a greater extent than right- and center-oriented 
newspapers. Newspapers’ political orientation explains 6.2% of the variance in the 
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dependent variable. In Poland, a similar effect is found (F(3,1153) = 15.497, p < 0.001, 
eta2 = 0.039), but the political orientation variable explains 3.9% of the variance of the 
dependent variable. After conducting post-hoc tests, we assessed that journalists for cen-
trist publications perform the role of interventionism to a (statistically significant) lesser 
extent than journalists of newspapers with different political leanings. Thus, in Poland, 
the data suggests that political centrism decreases the chances of the manifestation of 
journalistic voices, while in Hungary, interventionism is slightly more prevalent in 
media outlets leaning towards the political left (see Figure 1).

Watchdog Role
Differences in the average watchdog role index score of Hungarian journalists’ perform-
ance are also statistically significant (F(3,1147) = 23.124, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.057). As 
Figure 2 displays, the presence of a watchdog is more likely in left- and right-leaning 
press than in publications with no explicit political preference. The relative absence of 
the watchdog role in publications associated with the center can be explained by the 
broadsheet/tabloid differences rather than the political leanings of the media outlet. 
This result might also be due to the fact that indicators of this role included criticism of 
both opposition elites as well as elites of the governing party. Journalists of the 
popular press, who are less politically explicit (center-oriented), pay minimal attention 
to holding elected officials and the elite in general accountable.

In Poland, the differences were also statistically significant (F(3,1153) = 12.677, p <  
0.001, eta2 = 0.032). The center-right press obtained a significantly lower average watch-
dog role index score in comparison to newspapers representing the right-wing and 
center-right political orientations. Significant differences were also noted between 
center-left and center-right newspapers, where the average watchdog index was lower 
than in right-wing newspapers. Media political orientation as a variable explains 5.7% 

Figure 1. Interventionism Role Index (Means) in Hungary and Poland Across the Political Orientations 
of the Media Outlets.
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of the variance of the dependent variable in the case of Hungary and 3.2% in the case of 
Poland.

Loyal Facilitator Role
In Hungary, the average index score of the role of a loyal facilitator varied signifi-
cantly across the political orientations of the studied newspapers (F(3,1147) = 6.350, 
p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.016). Those with a left-wing orientation achieved the lowest 
average values of the role index in comparison to the centrist and right-wing 
press. These findings are not surprising since the conservative, right-wing populist 
Fidesz party ruled the country in both waves of data collection. Therefore, we are 
not able to test if journalists working in media outlets with a leftist-liberal orientation 
would become more loyal if socialist, liberal, or progressive parties governed Hungary. 
Similarly, in Poland, the center-oriented newspaper (which was a tabloid) was the 
least likely to play the role of loyal facilitator in comparison to media outlets repre-
senting different political orientations (F(3,1153) = 5.555, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.014; see 
Figure 3). It should be noted that in both countries, the strength of the effect of 
the political orientation of the media was very weak (approximately 1.5% of the var-
iance of the dependent variable was explained), which means that other factors not 
included in this analysis played a more significant role regarding this role.

Civic Role
Similar to the loyal facilitator role performance model, the elements of civic journal-
ism are more important for the left-leaning press in Hungary than the centrist 
(tabloid) and right-leaning outlets in our sample (F(3,1147) = 4.326, p < 0.001, 
eta2 = 0.001). The findings indicate that the civic role is almost absent in most 
parts of Hungary’s print journalism, but the civic role is slightly more pronounced 

Figure 2. Watchdog Role Index (Means) in Hungary and Poland. (incl. Political Orientation of the 
Media Outlets).
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in the left-leaning press. In Poland (F(3,1153) = 17.215, p < 0.001, eta2 = 0.043), the 
center-oriented press (tabloid) played the civic role significantly less often than 
left-wing and right-wing (quality) newspapers (see Figure 4). In the case of Polish 
media, political orientation explains a larger range of variance (4.3%) than in 
Hungary (1%).

Figure 3. Loyal Facilitator Role Index (Means) in Hungary and Poland Across the Political Orientations 
of the Media Outlets.

Figure 4. Civic Role Index (Means) in Hungary and Poland Across the Political Orientations of the 
Media Outlets.
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Changes in Journalistic Role Performance Over Time

The second research question investigates the changes in journalistic role performance 
indicators between the two timeslots of the analysis in both countries.

Descriptive statistical analysis reveals that the interventionist and, to a lesser extent, 
the watchdog roles increased in both countries. According to the data (see Table 2), 
the Hungarian and Polish journalistic voice measurement indexes skyrocketed from 
2012 to 2020. The correlation analysis revealed significant differences in the average 
role index scores over time in Hungary for interventionists, watchdogs, and civic roles. 
The average interventionist role index score increased from 2012 (M = 0.19; SD = 0.23) 
to 2020 (M = 0.31; SD = 0.28), (t(919) = −7.318; p < 0.001). The result indicates the moder-
ate rise of watchdog role performance in news media content from 2012 (M = .07; SD =  
0.12) to 2020 (M = 0.10; SD = 0.11), (t(1149) = −4.03; p < 0.001). In Poland, the average 
interventionist index score increased from 2012 (M = 0.24; SD = 0.26) to 2020 (M = 0.36; 
SD = 0.25), (t(1155) = −8.292; p < 0.001). Additionally, the watchdog index score increased 
from 2012 (M = 0.13; SD = 0.16) to 2020 (M = 0.21; SD = 0.20), (t(1039) = −7.33; p < 0.001).

Based on the data, it seems that the interventionist reporting style is a common feature 
of the journalistic culture in the sampled countries. Hungary and Poland also share the 
tendency toward rising journalistic engagement in the subjects of the news and the 
shrinking presence of detached professional roles. In both countries’ leading newspapers, 
the cold and neutral reporting style has lessened over time. Whether right or wrong, inter-
ventionism and agenda-driven role performance in covering politics seem to be happen-
ing more and more. Concerning the watchdog model, its score generally increased from 
2012 to 2020, although this increase was higher in Poland than in Hungary. Interestingly, 
the loyal facilitator role’s performance appears peripheral; the numbers remained consist-
ent (neither increasing nor decreasing) in the sampled countries’ printed press outlets. 
This is especially surprising in the case of Hungary since, from 2012 to 2020, the Fidesz 
party consolidated its dominance as a governing force and exerted pressure on the 
media sector. Regardless, the loyal facilitator journalistic role neither decreased nor 
increased in Hungary’s newspapers.

Hungary and Poland clearly differ from each other when it comes to the civic role. The 
civic role performance index score exhibits the diametrically opposite trend between the 
Hungarian and Polish sample. In the Hungarian sample: in 2012 it was higher (M = .02; SD  
= 0.08) than in 2020 (M = 0.01; SD = 0.05), (t(1105) = 3.940 p < 0.001). In Hungary, the civic 
orientation of journalistic performance was irrelevant in both 2012 and 2020, at least in 
the newspapers sampled. Conversely, in Poland, the time-bound data and results indicate 
moderate growth from 2012 to 2020 for the intersection of reporting and deliberation. 
The civic role index changed from 2012 (M = 0.06; SD = 0.13) to 2020 (M = 0.12; SD =  
0.16), (t(1052) = −6.539 p < 0.001). Again, the Cohen d value indicates a weak relationship 

Table 2. Summary of journalistic role performance indices 2012 and 2020, Hungary and Poland.
Hungary Poland

Role index

M2012 (SD) M2020 (SD) Difference M2012 (SD) M2020 (SD) Difference
Watchdog 0.07 (0.12) 0.10 (0.11) +0.03 0.13 (0.16) 0.21 (0.21) +0.08
Loyal 0.01 (0.05) 0.01 (0.05) 0.0 0.02 (0.08) 0.04 (0.1) +0.02
Civic 0.02 (0.09) 0.01 (0.05) -0.01 0.06 (0.13) 0.12 (0.17) +0.06
Interventionist 0.19 (0.23) 0.31 (0.28) +0.12 0.24 (0.26) 0.36 (0.26) +0.12
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between the roles played by journalists in Poland in 2012 and 2020: 0.18, and 0.15, 
respectively.

Although frequency changes are observable in journalistic role performance in 
Hungary from 2012 to 2020, the difference between the two waves of data collection is 
not immense regarding the watchdog (Cohen’s d = 0.12) and civic roles (Cohen’s d =  
0.07). In relation to interventionism, the increase from 2012 to 2020 is more noticeable, 
but statistics confirm that the effect size is small (Cohen’s d = 0.25).

To understand whether the changes in role performances can be related to certain 
context factors (RQ3), we test four hypotheses about media freedom, media bias, 
media criticism, and public engagement level. In the initial phase, we examined corre-
lations between the values of selected contextual factors and indicators of specific jour-
nalistic roles, expressed on a quantitative scale for each country. Subsequently, the 
scrutinized dependent variables were converted into dichotomous variables, indicating, 
for each unit of analysis, the presence or absence of the journalist’s role (see Table 3). 
The variable thus prepared was employed in logistic regression to ascertain the impact 
of independent variables on the likelihood of a specific role being performed by a journal-
ist within the research sample.

H1 links the decreasing position in the World Press Freedom Index (RSF) in 
Hungary and Poland to the increase in the loyal facilitator role. Spearman’s rho cor-
relation analysis was employed to examine the relationship between these variables, 
revealing a weak positive correlation rho (1157) = 0.076, p = 0.010 in case of Poland. 
While the correlation coefficient indicates a limited degree of association between 
the variables, the outcome attains statistical significance. In contrast, Hungary exhib-
ited no discernible relationship (rho (1151) = −0.045, p = 0.126). Consequently, it can 
be inferred that a moderately weak relationship exists between the analyzed variables 
for the data from Poland, signifying that as press freedom diminishes (manifested by 
an ascent in the ranking position), the propensity to assume the performance of the 
loyal facilitator role intensifies.

Logistic regression model was performed to examine whether media freedom predicts 
the performance of the loyal facilitator role. The overall model was found to be statistically 
significant (Chi-squared value (3) = 48.37, p < .001), with Nagelkerke R-squared value of 
.044. Logistic regression analysis revealed a statistically significant interaction between 
the country and media freedom factors (B = 0.019, SE = 0.007, Wald = 7.186, df = 1, p =  

Table 3. Number of news item with and without indicators of the journalistic roles.

Country Role
Number of articles with indicators of 

a given role
Number of articles without indicators of 

a given role

Hungary (N =  
1151)

Loyal Facilitator 
role

67 1084

Interventionist 
role

695 456

Watchdog role 494 657
Civic role 85 1066

Poland (N =  
1157)

Loyal Facilitator 
role

157 1000

Interventionist 
role

782 375

Watchdog role 695 462
Civic role 442 715
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0.007). The Exp(B) value for this interaction was 1.019, indicating that the influence of 
decreasing media freedom on the likelihood of assuming the role of a loyal facilitator 
increases by approximately 1.9%, but only in the case of Poland.

The second hypothesis (H2) examines whether media bias matters to the performance 
of the interventionist role. We assume that increasing media bias in Hungary and Poland is 
statistically and significantly connected to the rise of interventionist role performance. In 
Poland, a lower level of interventionism was observed in 2012 (M = 0.24; SD = 0.26) than in 
2020 (M = 0.36; SD = 0.26), while the media bias score decreased from 3.74 in 2012 to 2.48 
in 2020. The same trend appears for Hungary. Specifically, the index of interventionist role 
was lower in the first wave of research (M = 0.19; SD = 0.23), and decreased in the second 
wave of research (M = 0.31; SD = 0.28), while the media bias indicator decreased from 2.92 
to 2.01, respectively. Spearman’s rho correlation analysis showed statistically significant 
negative relationships between the intervention role and media bias in both Hungary 
(rho (1151) = −0.207, p < 0.001) and Poland (rho (1157) = −0.246, p < 0.001). The results 
suggest that in both countries, as the value of journalists’ intervention role increased, 
the value of media bias decreased (referring to the method of measuring this variable, 
the media became more biased).

The initial stage of logistic regression analysis demonstrated the statistical significance 
of the constructed model (χ² = 112.154, df = 3, p < 0.001). The evaluation of the Nagelkerke 
R-squared statistic indicates the model’s appropriateness to the data, despite a relatively 
modest R-squared value (Nagelkerke’s R² = 0.065). Logistic regression analysis further 
revealed a noteworthy influence of the media bias on the manifestation of the interven-
tion role (χ² = 34.244, df = 1, p < 0.001). The regression coefficient (B = −0.810) signifies a 
negative association between media bias and the probability of assuming an intervention 
role. The interpretation of Exp(B) (0.445) suggests that with each unitary alteration in 
media bias the likelihood of engaging in an intervention role diminishes by approximately 
55.5% in both countries. The standard error (SE = 0.138) attests to the precision of the 
coefficient estimation. The Wald statistic (Wald = 34.244) substantiates the statistical sig-
nificance of this relationship at the p < 0.001 significance level. Therefore, we argue that 
the less objective the media are, the less detached journalism is. Plausibly, involved, pol-
itically committed, and engaged journalism flourishes in public communication environ-
ments, that are incrementally turning into a partisan and politicized media system.

The third hypothesis (H3) seeks to explain changes in watchdog role performance that 
may be related to the media criticism indicator. We assume that the increase in media cri-
ticism is connected to the rise of the watchdog role in both countries and not the other 
way around. Since the scale runs from low (0: there is no media outlet that would routinely 
criticize authorities) to high (3: all major media outlets criticize the government at least 
occasionally), lower numbers demonstrate diminishing criticism in news media outlets.

The correlation analysis revealed a statistically significant and moderately strong nega-
tive correlation in Hungary (rho (1151) = −0.229, p < 0.001) and in Poland (rho (1157) =  
−0.247, p < 0.001) between the watchdog role performed by journalists and the assess-
ment of media criticality. The negative correlation means that as the value of the watch-
dog role played by journalists increases, the assessment of media criticality decreases.

The performed logistic regression analysis indicated that within the applied model (χ²  
= 150.619, df = 3, p < 0.001; Nagelkerke’s R² = 0.084), the variable representing media cri-
ticality ratings holds statistical significance with a negative regression coefficient. This 
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negative coefficient (B = −1.153) suggests that an escalation in media criticality ratings 
significantly diminishes the likelihood of journalists’ performance of assuming the watch-
dog role in both countries. The standard error (SE = 0.168) of the regression coefficient is 
relatively low, confirming the precision of the estimate. The Wald statistic (Wald = 47.337, 
df = 1, p < 0.001) further underscores the statistical significance of this relationship.

Yet again, we noticed an interesting contradiction. The V-DEM metrics suggest that the 
media are becoming less and less critical of the governments in both countries. However, 
we found evidence for the moderate emergence of watchdog roles, especially in Poland. 
One possible explanation is that journalists routinely scrutinize elite groups other than 
elected officials at the national level. Given the tensions between the representatives of 
the European Union and national governments in both countries, it would not be surpris-
ing that the watchdog orientation, at least partly, concerns the supranational elites’ 
wrongdoings. The other explanation is—again—the political orientation of the media 
outlet and the definition of the political elite. Since this term is not limited to the govern-
ment but also to political parties represented in legislative bodies (and, as such, also in 
power), journalists may closely monitor political actors from a broad ideological spectrum, 
including the actual opposition to the ruling party.

The fourth hypothesis (H4) investigates whether the decrease in engagement in public 
deliberation is connected to the decrease in the civic role performance. A statistically sig-
nificant relationship between the civic role and deliberation was obtained in both 
countries, but the direction of this relationship differs between Hungary (rho (1151) =  
0.124, p < 0.001) and Poland (rho (1157) =  −0.177, p < 0.001). Taking into account the 
interaction between the country and engagement society variables, the analysis revealed 
a statistically significant interaction effect of both variables on the likelihood of journalists 
fulfilling a civic role. The negative regression coefficient suggests that the influence of 
public involvement on this role varies across countries, and is associated with a decreased 
probability of journalists fulfilling a civic role in Hungary compared to Poland (B = −2.45, 
SE = 0.368, Wald = 44.421, df = 1, p < 0.001, Exp(B) = 0.086).6

Hungary illustrates that the decline of public deliberation correlates with the shrinking 
importance of the civic role in journalistic performance. When news producers do not 
write in a way that facilitates public engagement, conversation, and debate on political 
and social issues, it does not create a favorable communication environment for vivid 
deliberations and an overall engaged society.

Poland, however, tells a different story. Statistics demonstrate a negative relationship 
between the professional role variable and the contextual factor. In Poland, the average 
civic role index increased in 2020 (M = 0.12; SD = 0.17), compared to 2012 (M = 0.06; SD =  
0.13), but the level of engagement in public deliberation fell from 3.77 to 3.02 in the same 
period. In elite media, such as broadsheet papers, civic orientation increasingly mattered 
in news coverage, but it did not contribute to the elevation of the general engagement 
level of the society. Reporting about citizens’ activities is politically biased and, as such, 
seems distant from the majority of the people.

Conclusions

This paper comparatively investigated the variation of journalistic role performances in 
highly politicized media systems. We selected Poland and Hungary as illustrative cases 
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of two Central and Eastern European countries with democratic erosion, political polariz-
ation, and media systems with a high level of political parallelism. Indeed, Hungary and 
Poland are countries where anti-pluralist parties are driving autocratization (V-DEM 
2022, 23). By collecting data from two waves of the Journalistic Role Performance 
project, we aimed to identify whether the fall of liberal democracy and increasing political 
pressure on the media over time have been accompanied by the modification of journal-
istic roles’ dimensions.

Since both media systems share a long tradition of high levels of political parallelism, 
we started our analysis by considering the political leanings of print newspapers. First, we 
examined the performance of selected roles related directly to democracy, namely the 
watchdog role, the civic role, and the interventionist role. Our findings confirmed previous 
observations (Stępińska et al. 2016) that popular/tabloid media outlets with a strong 
market orientation (broad target audience) and center orientation are less focused on 
monitoring political actors in power and providing comments and interpretation than 
quality newspapers thus targeting readers with clear political preferences. Polish 
center-oriented tabloid newspapers were also less eager to address audience members 
as citizens in need of a voice and information related to civic participation. In Hungary, 
all three aforementioned roles were performed more frequently by a left-wing-oriented 
(oppositional to government) quality press than either right-leaning or center-oriented 
media.

At the same time, we found that the role of loyal facilitator was performed mostly by 
newspapers with right-wing leanings in Poland, while in Hungary the center-oriented 
print press scored the highest in this role. Newspapers’ tendency to act as loyal spokes-
persons for those in power, conveying a positive image of them and supporting official 
policies, might be explained in both cases by political factors including the ideological 
preferences of journalists working in the particular media outlet (Poland) or the political 
leanings of the media owner (Hungary).

In the second stage of our study, we examined changes in journalistic role performance 
across time and—more importantly—political circumstances. Our findings indicate that, 
despite experiencing similar changes in political context over the last few years, journal-
ists in Poland and Hungary differ in their performance of professional roles. The presence 
of watchdog role performance indicators slightly increases in both countries, but the 
growth is noticeably higher in Poland. In Hungary, civic role performance was low in 
2012 and remained nearly unchanged, while Poland shows a different trajectory: civic 
journalism became more prevalent in 2020 than it was in 2012.

As for the loyal facilitator role, it appears not to have been a common practice in Hun-
gary’s newspapers in either 2012 or in 2020. In contrast, in Poland journalism became 
slightly more inclined toward the loyal facilitator model than it was in the first wave of 
the project. However, the media coverage in favor of political actors in power aligns 
with the political orientation of the media outlets. Specifically, in 2020 the conservative 
newspaper Nasz Dziennik openly supported the government of right-wing political 
parties, while in 2012 it was an “oppositional press” criticizing previous governments 
that represented other ideological stances.

The relatively low presence of loyal facilitator role performance in our sample indicates 
the need to further measure the manifestation of collaboration between journalists and 
the governing elite in news media content. This study suggests that such support is 
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not necessarily explicit; rather, it is implicitly presented by priming and framing tech-
niques, which are mostly registered under the category of journalistic interventionism. 
Another possible way of demonstrating loyalty to the political elite would be the selection 
of sources: journalists may show their loyalty to the elite when they decide whom they 
interview, refer to, or cite. We suspect that professional ideas, political leanings, and 
elite orientation matter in choosing information sources and keeping certain voices out 
of the news cycle.

Combined with findings on the increase in the watchdog role, our study supports pre-
vious observations that political parallelism might be manifested mainly in criticism of the 
opposing party rather than in supportive coverage of the party with which a publication is 
aligned (Baumgartner and Bonafont 2015). We invite the academic community to dig 
deeper into the sourcing strategies of news content to learn more about the varieties 
of loyal facilitator journalistic roles.

Lastly, data on civic role can be interpreted conversely as well. The low and decreasing 
attention paid to citizens’ actions in Hungary clearly supports the elite-centrism of news 
media journalism.

While there are a few dissimilarities, there is a trend in the data indicating that inter-
ventionism is skyrocketing in both countries. Our results indicate that subjectivity, expres-
sivity, and interpretative and opinionated journalism that propagates certain views of 
how readers should make sense of politics have been on the rise since 2012. This 
finding supports the thesis that news media journalists in Central Europe tend to consider 
their profession as a mission to educate and enlighten the audience via mass media 
culture (Bajomi-Lázár 2017; Jakubowicz 1992). Overall, our analyses reveal that the fall 
of liberal and deliberative democracy is not necessarily accompanied by the absolute 
similarities of journalistic roles in different countries. H1, linking a decreasing position 
in the World Press Freedom Index with an increase in the loyal facilitator role, was only 
partly confirmed H2, examining whether media bias matters to interventionism, was posi-
tively confirmed for both countries, as was H3, which assumed that the increase in media 
criticism is connected to the rise of the watchdog role’s performance in both countries 
and vice versa. H4, connecting the decrease in civic role with the decrease in engagement 
in public deliberation, was confirmed for Hungary but not for Poland.

We interpret these observations as evidence that every nation has its own path of jour-
nalistic role performance development. While Hungary is a case that combines a high 
level of interventionism, a less relevant but still relevant watchdog role, and an extremely 
low level of loyal and civic role performance, Poland represents a journalistic culture with 
a clear and frequent presence of a journalistic voice in the news media, a critical approach 
to (all) political elites, and a strong sense of a “public mission” among journalists.

The findings of this study have certain limitations. First of all, only print newspapers 
were analyzed for both waves of the JRP project. We used a content analysis of this 
type of media for the purpose of our comparative longitudinal study. Although traditional 
printed press publications represent a specific segment of the media market, they fit well 
into the design of the study on media outlets with a strong political leaning and a well- 
recognized target audience. Furthermore, the comparative study on the role performance 
across platforms and countries (including Hungary and Poland) revealed that media plat-
form has a significant influence on the performance of the interventionist role, the info-
tainment role, and the civic role. In contrast, while the performance of the watchdog and 
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loyal role is higher in both print and television news than in online and radio, those differ-
ences are not statistically significant when controlling for country and news outlet levels 
(Mellado et al. 2023). Hence, some of our findings may serve as indicators of general ten-
dencies, while others reflect only on a print media journalism. In particular, in 2020 online 
news performance of the loyal role did not substantially differ from print and radio news 
in Hungary, while it was significantly lower in the online media than on other platforms in 
Poland (with radio and print press scoring highest on this role) (Mellado et al. 2023).

Second, some of the indicators are not necessarily aligned with the journalistic prac-
tices of the two examined countries. Mainly in the case of the loyal-facilitator role, we 
suspect that the political support of the newspapers manifests in other ways, like selection 
of sources, selection of topics, avoiding critical questions, spoken or unspoken editorial 
guidelines, and so on, which is difficult to capture with the JRP project’s framework. 
Lastly, a comparison between the two countries does not provide a full picture of journal-
ism, but the cases of Poland and Hungary nonetheless shed light on the importance of 
journalistic voices in news media production in countries where there is a high level of 
elite hostility and polarization.

A study of these two countries reveals that a tendency towards political parallelism, 
combined with political and economic pressure (instrumentalization of the media or “a 
colonization of the media,” as Bajomi-Lázár [2014] calls it), leads to political bias in the 
media (Dragomir 2018; Ruschmann 2006) and eclipses democracy-related journalistic 
roles.

Notes

1. The interventionist role’s indicators include the journalist’s point of view, interpretation, call 
for action, qualifying adjectives, and the use of first person.

2. The watchdog role’s indicators included in the index role were as following: information on 
judicial or administrative processes, doubting by journalist, doubting by other (e.g., journalist 
cites the doubt of the third communicator), criticism by journalist, criticism by other (e.g., 
journalist cites the critical statements made by other person), uncovering by journalist, unco-
vering by other, external investigation, and investigative journalism. The loyal-facilitator role 
towards political elites included: defense/support of activities, defend/support for policies, 
and positive image of the elite.

3. The civic role manifests in covering citizens reactions, questions, demand, or activities, enhan-
cing citizens’ credibility, focusing on local and community impact, educating on duties and 
rights, providing contextual background information, and supporting citizens’ activities.

4. As reported in Poland by the Association of Print Press Circulation Control (2012) and Polish 
Readership Report (2020), with exception of Nasz Dziennik, in Hungary as reported by 
MATESZ Audit 2012/1 (see: https://kreativ.hu/cikk/nem-a-bulvar-negyedeve-volt) and 2020/ 
1 (see: https://matesz.hu/hirek/2020-i-negyedeves-print-gyorsjelentes-adatok)

5. Political leanings of media outlets were determined based on previous studies. For Poland 
see (Dobek-Ostrowska 2011; Klepka 2011; for Hungary see: Szabó and Kiss 2012; Mérték 2016)

6. The overall model was found to be statistically significant (Chi-squared value (3) = 402.683, p 
< .001), with Nagelkerke R-squared value of .243.
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