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The Hungarian political system has been described in starkly contrasting terms since the conservative
Fidesz party’s landslide victory in 2010, ranging from being the ‘last true democracy’ to ‘no democracy at
all”

Media in Hungary plays a key role in shaping these divergent views. This study investigates the relationship
between media consumption, system justification, and political efficacy beliefs. System justification refers
to the belief that the current system functions properly, while political efficacy is the belief that the system
is responsive to its citizens.

We hypothesized that different types of media consumption would be associated with varying levels of
system justification and political efficacy. Specifically, we expected exclusive pro-government media con-
sumers to show the highest levels of both, while independent media consumers would display the lowest.
To test these hypotheses, we used a representative sample of 1,000 Hungarian participants (526 females,
474 males; average age = 45.7, SD = 16.9).

Our findings largely supported these expectations: exclusive pro-government media consumption was
associated with increased system justification and political efficacy. However, a smaller effect emerged
where exclusive independent media consumption was linked to enhanced political efficacy through di-
minished system justification. These effects remained significant after controlling for age, gender, level of
education, place of residence, subjective socioeconomic status, and political party preference.

Given the cross-sectional nature of the study, making causal interpretations is challenging. Nonetheless,
we propose several speculative explanations for the observed relationships, drawing on the literature on
system justification and collective action.
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Introduction

Hungary’s political landscape, especially un-
der Fidesz rule since 2010, is depicted in stark-
ly contrasting ways by various media outlets.
Some describe Fidesz’s family policies as a
‘complete failure,” while others praise Hunga-
ry as the ‘vanguard of conservative family-ori-
ented policies.” Similarly, economic indicators
are subject to divergent interpretations: are
the ‘startling GDP figures’ signs of a declining
quality of life, or evidence that the Hungarian
economy is ‘holding its own’? These opposing
perspectives reflect the broader polarization
in Hungarian media, where interpretations
of political and economic realities are heavily
influenced by the ideological leaning of the
news sources.

This study explores the relationships be-
tween media consumption, system justifica-
tion beliefs, and citizens’ perceived political
efficacy within this polarized media environ-
ment. We specifically examine how different
types of media — categorized as pro-govern-
ment and independent — influence individ-
uals’ perceptions of the political status quo,
their beliefs about the effectiveness of polit-
ical participation, as well as the connections
between these variables.

The following sections offer a theoretical
overview of the key concepts underlying our
study, along with hypotheses and research
questions informed by existing literature.

Political Efficacy-Related Beliefs

Political efficacy is a critical precursor to polit-
ical participation, which includes the various
ways ordinary citizens attempt to influence
the political decision-making process (Parry et
al., 1992). Political efficacy is typically defined
in two dimensions: internal efficacy, the belief
in one’s ability to engage in politics, and exter-

nal efficacy, the belief that the government is
responsive to citizens (Boulianne et al., 2023).
A significant psychological barrier to political
participation is the perception of limited im-
pact or efficacy, which reflects a constrained
sense of agency (van Zomeren et al., 2013).

A vicious cycle of demobilization can occur
when individuals feel that their actions — or
the actions of others — will not make a differ-
ence, leading them to abstain from partici-
pation. This disengagement often results in
a sense of underrepresentation, deepening
their sense of powerlessness and further dis-
couraging future participation. This cycle is
exacerbated by perceptions that the system
is entirely corrupt, offering limited oppor-
tunities for personal contributions to effect
change. However, Ayanian et al. (2021) found
that people can maintain efficacy even under
oppressive conditions by seeing their actions
as part of a broader movement. This under-
scores that efficacy beliefs are inherently sub-
jective, and people can experience high levels
of efficacy in repressive environments and
low levels in healthy democracies. These be-
liefs are vital for sustained political participa-
tion, which is essential for a healthy democra-
cy, despite some debate (see Amna & Ekman,
2014 for an overview).

While voting is the most common form of
participation, political involvement extends
beyond it (Hooghe & Marien, 2012). Effica-
cy was originally defined as citizens’ percep-
tions of their power — or lack thereof — within
the political sphere (Morrell, 2003). This in-
cludes beliefs that individuals have a mean-
ingful voice in public affairs, that politicians
listen, and that civic efforts are worthwhile
(Geurkink et al., 2020).

In summary, beliefs about political efficacy
are crucial for combating apathy and encour-
aging participation. These beliefs are closely
linked to, but distinct from, system-justifying
beliefs. Understanding the interplay between
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these concepts, and the media’s influence on
them, is key to understanding what drives po-
litical participation.

System Justification, Political Efficacy, and
Political Participation

The system justification theory (SJT) posits
that beyond the motivations to view oneself
or one’s group positively, people are also driv-
en to see the broader system as legitimate
and fair (Jost & Banaji, 1994). SIT suggests
that the motivation to defend and justify the
existing social order is rooted in psychological
needs like reducing uncertainty, addressing
existential concerns, and fostering belonging
(Jost et al., 2012).

Research on the relationship between sys-
tem justification and political participation has
produced mixed effects, with perceived politi-
cal efficacy emerging as a crucial —though not
exclusive — mediator. High levels of system
justification beliefs (SJB) can discourage po-
litical participation by reinforcing adherence
to the status quo. Conversely, low levels of
SIB, sometimes referred to as ‘system der-
ogation’ (Kelemen et al., 2014), may lead to
perceptions that the system is irreparable and
that efficacy is nonexistent. Although theoret-
ically, low SJB should motivate action against
perceived injustice, in practice, it often results
in apathy and disengagement due to a sense
of powerlessness. Some degree of system
endorsement seems necessary to perceive
avenues for reform, thus fostering political
engagement (Cichocka et al., 2018).

To better understand the relationship be-
tween system justification, perceived effi-
cacy, and political participation, Jost et al.
(2017), and Osborne et al. (2019) propose
that conflicting effects can be clarified by
distinguishing between system-challenging
and system-supporting collective actions.
System-challenging actions, such as protest

marches and public demonstrations advo-
cating for minority rights, criticize the status
quo, while system-supporting actions, such as
demonstrations defending the rights of dom-
inant groups, uphold the system. High levels
of SIB weakens support for system-challeng-
ing actions and strengthens support for sys-
tem-supporting ones, with the reverse pattern
for low SJB. Importantly, a sense of collective
efficacy consistently predicts support for sys-
tem-challenging actions, highlighting its role
in envisioning and pursuing alternatives to
the status quo.

Examining political contexts with ex-
tremely low levels of system justification,
also known as system derogation, has fur-
ther clarified these relationships. For ex-
ample, system derogation in post-commu-
nist Eastern and Central Europe during the
early 1990s did not result in increased sys-
tem-challenging actions, likely due to per-
ceptions of limited efficacy (Cichocka & Jost,
2014). Individuals who felt alienated were
dissatisfied with the system but also felt
powerless, lacking confidence in their ability
— or that of others — to influence political
outcomes. Cichocka and Jost (2014) suggest
that political participation may peak at mod-
erate levels of system justification, creating
an inverted U-shaped relationship between
system justification and political engage-
ment (Cichocka et al., 2018). The key differ-
ence between low and moderate SIB seems
to be linked to efficacy beliefs.

These studies clearly demonstrate the con-
nection between beliefs about the system
and the potential for successful participation,
especially in system-challenging collective
actions. Media plays a crucial role in shaping
these beliefs. In the following section, we ex-
amine how media portrayals of the system,
particularly negative ones, influence collec-
tive action or reinforce perceptions of ineffec-
tiveness.
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A Link between System Justification and
Political Participation: Media Portrayals of
the System

Media exposure evidently shapes perceptions
of social and political realities, yet the impact
of media consumption on citizen mobilization
remains uncertain. Research on the relation-
ship between media consumption and politi-
cal participation has not reached a consensus
on whether media mobilizes or demobiliz-
es citizens, with mediating and moderating
variables still understudied (Boulianne et al.,
2023).

Some studies suggest that media consump-
tion is linked to demobilization (Avery, 2009;
de Vreese, 2009; Kipkoech, 2023). Robinson
(1976) introduced the concept of ‘videomal-
aise, proposing that the media fosters cyni-
cism and diminishes trust in politics. This view
is supported by research showing the media’s
negative impact on institutional trust and par-
ticipation (e.g., Hallin, 1992; Johnston et al.,
2004).

Conversely, Norris (2000) presents the
‘virtuous cycle’ theory, arguing that media
consumption, particularly of political news,
can enhance trust in government and civic
engagement. According to this theory, politi-
cally interested individuals are more likely to
consume political news, deepening their un-
derstanding and boosting trust and engage-
ment, thus reinforcing democratic participa-
tion. However, disengaged individuals tend to
avoid political news, perpetuating their dis-
engagement. Recent studies supporting this
theory explore factors such as affective polar-
ization (Chan & Yi, 2024), political expression
(Chen & Chan, 2017), political interest (Dim-
itrova et al., 2014), and the role of different
media channels (Boulianne, 2015).

The influence of the media likely depends
on how it portrays the political system, es-

pecially in polarized environments, where
portrayals are often starkly dichotomous.
Pro-government media may present the sys-
tem as flawless, while anti-government media
depict it as deeply flawed or illegitimate, leav-
ing little room for nuance. Perceptions of the
system as just or unjust are linked to varying
levels of political efficacy and, consequently,
political participation.

This is where gaps in literature become ev-
ident. Surprisingly, only a few studies have
examined the connections between media
consumption, system-justification, efficacy
beliefs, and political participation. Wang and
Kobayashi (2021) found that consumption
of state-controlled media in China increased
support for the political system, while the re-
lationship between social media use and sys-
tem justification proved more complex, with
varying effects across different platforms.
Their study revealed that nationalist propa-
ganda in state-controlled media mediated the
link between media consumption and system
justification but did not explore whether this
increased system justification correlated with
higher political efficacy or engagement.

Seo and Hyun (2018) found that following
celebrities on social media was associated
with increased system justification among
individuals with high materialistic values, po-
tentially explained by the ‘strong’ version of
system justification theory, which suggests
that disadvantaged groups may sometimes —
though not universally (Osborne et al., 2019)
— be more inclined to justify the status quo.
Finally, Liu et al. (2021) identified a weak but
significant positive association between the
frequency of political news consumption and
system justification.

Despite these findings, the limited research
on the relationship between media consump-
tion and system justification leaves many
questions unanswered, particularly regarding
how different types of media relate to system
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justification and efficacy beliefs. Our study
seeks to address these gaps by examining
these variables.

The Hungarian Context

Hungary’s political landscape is marked by
deep polarization and low political engage-
ment. Since 2010, when Fidesz won a decisive
victory with a nationalist and cultural cam-
paign, the party has implemented significant
constitutional and legislative reforms, includ-
ing changes to electoral and media laws. De-
spite roughly half of the electorate voting for
opposition parties in subsequent elections,
Fidesz has maintained its dominance, winning
three more national elections with superma-
jority.

Control of the media has been central to Fi-
desz’s strategy. Shortly after taking power, the
party amended the media law, allowing the
formation of media conglomerates controlled
by pro-government oligarchs and coercing
state-owned public media to serve the party’s
agenda. By 2017, Fidesz’s influence extended
to nearly all regional newspapers, major tele-
vision networks, and leading news websites,
creating a media landscape where govern-
ment narratives dominate (Brogi et al., 2019;
Enyedi & Kreko, 2018; Krekd, 2022).

This media segment, organized around
the ruling party’s propaganda, actively dis-
seminates its key messages and targets its
adversaries. Krekd (2022) describes this as
‘information autocracy,” which relies on in-
formation manipulation rather than overt
violence. Pro-government media frequently
propagates unverified claims, misinforma-
tion, and fake news. A 2022 study found that
pro-government media lost 377 defamation
lawsuits over five years, with many involving
disinformation (Erdélyi, 2022).

The ‘media war’ (Bajomi-Lazar, 2013) has re-
sulted in a deeply polarized media landscape,

lacking political neutrality. Trust in media is
among the lowest in Europe (Bajomi-Lazar &
Horviéth, 2023), with over 34% of the popula-
tion consuming only media aligned with their
political views, leading to a one-sided per-
ception of reality (Toth et al., 2023). System
justification studies in Hungary reflect this
polarization. While there is a debate over the
extent to which Hungarians justify the exist-
ing social order (Jost & Kende, 2020; Kelemen
et al., 2014; Lonnqvist et al., 2021; Szabd &
Lonnqvist, 2021), there is a consensus that so-
ciety is divided in its perceptions. Fidesz sup-
porters tend to justify the system and have
more positive views, whereas opposition
voters generally show lower levels of system
justification and more negative perceptions.

Overall, citizen engagement occurs in an
environment where information is heavily dis-
torted, significantly altering beliefs about the
impact of political participation. While some
aspects of this issue have been explored in-
ternationally, research on the relationship
between media consumption, system justifi-
cation, and political efficacy remains limited,
and virtually non-existent in the Hungarian
context. To our knowledge, only one study
has examined the ‘malaise versus mobiliza-
tion” dynamics in Hungary, finding some sup-
port for the mobilization hypothesis (Tworec-
zki & Semetko, 2012).

Research Aims

Our study examines the relationships be-
tween media consumption, system justifica-
tion, and efficacy-related beliefs regarding
political participation in Hungary. We hypoth-
esize an inverted U-shaped relationship be-
tween system justification and efficacy beliefs
(H1), where moderate levels of system justi-
fication are associated with the strongest ef-
ficacy beliefs, while both low and high levels
correlate with weaker efficacy beliefs.



Studia Psychologica, Vol. 67, No. 1, 2025, 38-53 43

We also hypothesize that individuals who
consume only pro-government media will ex-
hibit higher levels of system justification and
stronger efficacy beliefs compared to those
who consume only independent media (H2a,
H2b). While we do not have clear expecta-
tions about the system-justifying and effica-
cy-related beliefs of individuals who consume
both pro-government and independent me-
dia, or neither, we include these groups in the
analysis (labeled RQ1 and RQ2, respectively).

Finally, we propose that system justification
mediates the relationship between media
consumption and efficacy beliefs (H3). These
hypotheses were tested using data from a
2018 representative survey of 1,000 Hungari-
an participants.

Study
Participants and Procedure

The study employed a nationally representa-
tive sample of 1,000 Hungarian adults, with
quotas based on age, sex, education, and
place of residence according to the latest
available data from the Hungarian Statistical
Office in 2018. Data were collected using the
random walking method, where trained re-
searchers followed predetermined routes to
randomly approach households. Out of the
4,095 adults approached, 1,000 face-to-face
interviews were completed, resulting in a re-
sponse rate of 24%. Among the others, 1,427
refused to participate (35%), and 1,668 peo-
ple (40.7%) did not meet quota criteria.
Participants were informed that participa-
tion was voluntary, anonymous, and uncom-
pensated. The final sample consisted of 526
females and 474 males, with a mean age of
45.7 years (SD = 16.9). Educational levels var-
ied: 23 participants had not completed ele-
mentary school, 406 had completed elemen-
tary school, 435 had finished high school, and

134 had higher education (BA or MA), two did
not respond. Regarding residence, 317 lived
in villages, 304 in cities, 204 in cities with
county rights, and 175 in the capital. In terms
of subjective socioeconomic status (SES), 31
participants reported severe financial difficul-
ties, 262 struggled financially, 652 managed
within their means, and 52 reported no finan-
cial problems.

Data were collected in late 2018, approx-
imately six months after Fidesz secured its
third supermajority in parliament. The re-
search was conducted with the approval of
the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the
University of Pécs. The data were initially col-
lected for a previous study (Lonnqvist et al.,
2021) on system justification, authoritarian-
ism, just world beliefs, and anti-immigration
attitudes. This manuscript independently in-
vestigates media consumption and perceived
political efficacy, topics not covered in the
earlier publication.

Measures
Media consumption

Two items measured media consumption. The
first question asked, ‘Which of the following
newspapers do you regularly read?’ Partici-
pants were provided with a list of the 12 most
popular newspapers and an option for ‘I do
not read newspapers.” The second question
asked, “Which of the following news websites
do you regularly read?’ This was followed by
a list of the 17 most popular news websites,
along with options for ‘Other’ and ‘I do not
read news websites.” Participants could select
multiple options for both questions.
Newspapers and websites were catego-
rized as ‘pro-government’ or ‘independent’
(non-government) based on Mérték Media
Monitor’s 2019 study on media pluralism
(Marids et al., 2019). ‘Independent’ was de-
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fined as being financed independently of the
government, either by domestic or interna-
tional investors. Participants were classified
as consumers of pro-government or inde-
pendent media if they indicated that they
regularly followed at least one such outlet.
Based on their responses, participants were
grouped into four categories: 1) those who
consume both pro-government and indepen-
dent media (n = 313), 2) those who consume
neither (n = 470), 3) those who consume only
pro-government media (n = 91), and 4) those
who consume only independent media (n =
126).

System justification beliefs

System justification beliefs (SJB) were as-
sessed using Kay and Jost’s (2003) General
System Justifying Belief (G-SJB) measure,
which includes the following six items: 1) ‘In
general, | find society to be fair, 2) ‘Hungarian
society needs to be radically restructured’ (re-
verse-coded), 3) ‘Hungary is the best country
in the world to live in,” 4) ‘Most policies serve
the greater good,” 5) ‘Everybody has a fair
shot at wealth and happiness,” 6) ‘Our society
is getting worse every year’ (reverse-coded).
Participants responded on a 4-point scale
ranging from 1 (absolutely disagree) to 4 (ab-
solutely agree). A composite score was cal-
culated by averaging the response across all
items (Cronbach’s a = .88), with higher scores
indicating stronger system justification be-
liefs.

Political efficacy-related beliefs

Political efficacy-related beliefs were assessed
using four items: ‘It is not right to ignore pub-
lic affairs and focus only on our own family
and friends,” ‘The average person has an in-
fluence on public life, ‘Participating in elec-
tions is worthwhile, as it can influence politi-

cal decisions,” ‘Fighting corruption in Hungary
is necessary because it will eventually lead
to results” While these items do not directly
measure political efficacy itself, they reflect
beliefs that are closely associated with the
concept, making this a proxy measure rather
than a precise assessment. It is important to
note that our analysis is based on a secondary
dataset that was originally developed to ad-
dress different research questions. The items
used in our analysis were created by the orig-
inal survey author, who is not involved in this
study. Participants responded on a 4-point
scale ranging from 1 (absolutely disagree) to
4 (absolutely agree). We calculated a compos-
ite score by averaging the responses across all
items (Cronbach’s a = .65), with higher scores
indicating stronger beliefs in the effectiveness
of political and civic engagement.

Control variables

Additionally, we collected participants’ age,
gender, place of residence, highest level of
education, SES, and political party preference.
Age was recorded as a continuous variable.
Gender was categorized as a dichotomous
variable. Place of residence was categorized
into four options: village, town, city, and Bu-
dapest (the capital of Hungary). Education
level was assessed using five options, ranging
from ‘unfinished primary school’ to ‘universi-
ty degree.” SES was measured by four options,
from ‘I have serious financial troubles’ to ‘I do
not have any financial problems.” Political par-
ty preference was assessed through a single
item asking which party they voted for in the
last election. Responses were initially record-
ed across ten options, including the seven
largest political parties, ‘other party,’ ‘do not
want to answer,” and ‘did not vote.” For anal-
ysis, these responses were recategorized into
two groups: government voters (n = 368) and
non-government voters (n = 274). Additional-
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ly, 358 participants either chose ‘do not want
to answer’ (n = 291) or ‘did not vote’ (n = 67).

Data Analysis Procedure

We conducted the statistical data analysis
using IBM SPSS 25.0. In the preliminary anal-
ysis, we used cross-tabulation to investigate
the relationship between media consump-
tion and political party preferences, ensuring
these measures were distinct.

The main analysis included analysis of
variance (ANOVA), scatter plot analysis, and
mediation analysis. First, we conducted two
separate one-way ANOVAs to examine differ-
ences between media consumption groups.
In one ANOVA, SJB served as the dependent
variable, and in the other, political-efficacy-re-
lated beliefs were the dependent variable.
We applied Tukey’s HSD for post-hoc compar-
isons. To test H1, we created a scatter plot to
visually examine linear and quadratic associa-
tions between SJB and political efficacy-relat-
ed beliefs.

For the remaining hypotheses and research
questions, we conducted a mediation analy-
sis using 10,000 bootstrapped samples with
the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2017). In
this analysis, we included media consumption
as the independent variable, political effica-
cy-related beliefs as the dependent variable,
and SJB as the mediator. We dummy-coded
media consumption, using exclusive pro-gov-
ernment media consumption as the reference
group, resulting in three comparison groups:
pro-government media consumers versus
consumers of both media types; pro-govern-
ment media consumers versus independent
media consumers; and pro-government me-
dia consumers versus consumers of neither.
We controlled for age, gender, place of res-
idence, level of education, SES, and political
party preference for potential confounding
factors.

Results

In our preliminary analysis, a chi-square test
revealed no significant association between
media consumption and political party pref-
erence (x?=10.87, p =.09). This suggests that,
within our sample, patterns of media con-
sumption did not strongly correlate with vot-
ing behavior. Figure 1 shows the distribution
of political party preferences across different
media consumption groups.

Figure 2 presents the descriptive statistics
for each media consumption group and the
results of the ANOVA analysis, which revealed
significant differences between groups on
SIB, F(3, 996) = 4.428, p < .01, and political
efficacy-related beliefs, F(3, 996) = 7.386, p <
.01.

Post-hoc pairwise comparisons using
Tukey’s HSD indicated that participants who
exclusively consumed pro-government media
had significantly higher SIB scores compared
to those who exclusively consumed indepen-
dent media (p < .05). Additionally, partici-
pants who consumed both pro-government
and independent media had higher SIB scores
than those who only consumed independent
media (p <.02).

In terms of political efficacy-related beliefs,
participants who consumed both pro-govern-
ment and independent media had significant-
ly lower scores than those who exclusively
consumed pro-government media (p < .01)
and those who did not consume either type
of media (p < .01).

The scatter plot analysis investigating the
linear and quadratic associations between SJB
and political-efficacy related beliefs revealed
that adding a quadratic term (R?=.09) did not
account for any additional variance beyond
the linear term (R?=.10). The relationship be-
tween these variables is best described by a
moderate, significant negative linear associa-
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Figure 2 Differences in system justification beliefs and political efficacy across media con-
sumption groups.
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tion, r = -.30, p < .001. Importantly, this neg-
ative correlation was consistently significant
across all media consumption subgroups: r
=-.21, p = .05 for exclusive pro-government
media consumers; r = -.37, p < .001 for con-
sumers of both pro-government and inde-
pendent media; r = -.18, p = .05 for exclusive
independent media consumers; and r = -.30,
p < .001 for those who did not follow either
pro-government or independent media. The
addition of a quadratic term did not improve
the explanation of the relationship in any of
these subgroups.

In the mediation analysis, conducted with
or without controlling for covariates (age,
gender, place of residence, educational lev-
el, SES, political party preference), media
consumption demonstrated both significant
direct and indirect effects on political effica-
cy-related beliefs. Specifically, the direct ef-

fects were significant for all media consump-
tion groups when compared to the exclusive
consumption of pro-government media, in-
dicating that those who exclusively consume
pro-government media exhibit higher politi-
cal efficacy-related beliefs.

However, the only significant indirect path-
way through system justification beliefs was
found in the comparison between those con-
suming exclusively independent media and
those consuming exclusively pro-government
media, with b =.06, SE =.02,95% CI [.01, .11].
Interestingly, the direction of this relationship
suggests that the direct and indirect effects
operate in opposite directions: while the di-
rect effect shows that consuming indepen-
dent media reduces an individual’s sense of
political efficacy, the indirect effect, mediated
through system justification beliefs, actually
enhances it.

System Justification

Beliefs L,
A0 )
45 %9,
oY &l
Pro-government % N
media consumers vs. B=-.25%*[-.38,-.11] Political Efficacy-
Consumers of both & Related Beliefs
media ,;’,,( § i
=~ s
L
v B
< N
Pro-government 2 v
i = 2
media consumers vs. 5 #\
- o b
Independent media £ IS
consumers <
L
3

Pro-government
media consumers vs.
Consumers of neither

media

Note. The numbers in parentheses are 95% Confidence Intervals. The analysis controlled for
age, gender, place of residence, educational level, SES, and political party preference.

*p <.05, **p<.01

Figure 3 Mediation analysis of system justification and political efficacy-related beliefs across

different media consumption groups.
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The indirect pathways for those consuming
both types of media (b = .01, SE = .02, 95% Cl
[-.03, .05]) and those consuming neither type
(b =.02, SE =.02, 95% CI [-.02, .06]) were not
significant.

The total effects were significant for partic-
ipants consuming both pro-government and
independent media (b =-.24, SE = .07, 95% ClI
[-.38, -.10]), and for those consuming exclu-
sively independent media (b = -.16, SE = .08,
95% ClI [-.32, -.01]). However, the total effect
was not significant for participants who con-
sumed neither type of media (b = -.12, SE =
.07,95% ClI [-.26, .01]).

Figure 3 serves as a visual summary of the
result of the mediation analysis, providing
a graphical representation of the pathways
among the variables.

Discussion

In our research, we sought to examine how,
within a highly polarized media environment
(where media consumption habits are often
characterized by ‘selective exposure,” a ten-
dency to favor information, media, and news
sources that reinforce preexisting beliefs, at-
titudes, and opinions while avoiding contra-
dictory information; Toth et al., 2023) media
with differing political orientations influence
individuals’ perceptions of societal function-
ing, and the potential for ordinary citizens,
including the participants themselves, to im-
pact political decision-making.

Our data revealed a negative linear correla-
tion between system justification and polit-
ical efficacy-related beliefs, indicating that
lower levels of system justification are linked
to mobilization rather than demobilization.
Contrary to previous findings (Cichocka et
al., 2018), we found no evidence supporting
the proposed inverted U-shaped relationship,
thereby falsifying H1. Nonetheless, we con-
cur with the existing literature in suggesting

that extremely low levels of system justifica-
tion are likely associated with inaction rather
than engagement. However, as we will discuss
below, due to its limitations the present data
may not fully capture the complexity of such
nuanced relationships.

Our findings supported both H2a and
H2b, while also providing insights into RQ1
and RQ2. Exclusive consumption of pro-gov-
ernment media was associated with higher
scores on the system justification scale and
increased perceived political efficacy. Com-
parisons across different media consumption
groups revealed a consistent pattern: sig-
nificant direct effects were observed for all
groups, and the total effect was also signifi-
cant for two groups. These results remained
robust even after controlling for relevant co-
variates, including political party preference.

Arguably, the most critical comparison is
between consumers of exclusively pro-gov-
ernment media and those who consume ex-
clusively independent media. In this compar-
ison, both the total and direct effect suggest
a demobilizing impact, with independent me-
dia consumers exhibiting reduced confidence
in their ability to influence political decisions.
Nevertheless, a smaller mobilizing effect was
observed in this group through the mediating
role of system justification. Specifically, since
there was a negative association between sys-
tem justification and efficacy-related beliefs,
coupled with a negative association between
being an independent media consumer and
system justification, the indirect effect was
positive.

It is important to note that, given the
cross-sectional nature of our study, we can
only hypothesize about the causal relation-
ships between the variables, and the precise
mechanisms underlying the identified effects
remain speculative. Our tentative explanation
for these findings is that exclusive consump-
tion of independent media does not inherent-
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ly increase perceived efficacy but may instead
enhance motivation to resist. Herein lies a cru-
cial limitation of our measure of political effi-
cacy-related beliefs. While the four items we
used may suggest a certain level of perceived
efficacy, such as hope in influencing political
decisions, these items could also be interpret-
ed in a more idealistic manner. For example,
agreement with statements like ‘Fighting cor-
ruption in Hungary is necessary because it will
eventually lead to results” might not necessar-
ily reflect a belief in efficacy but rather an ide-
alistic conviction that one must continue to
act, regardless of the perceived effectiveness.
In this context, agreement with these items,
particularly when coupled with a perception
that the system is flawed, could indicate a
determination to persist in civic engagement
— such as voting or combating corruption —
even if the system appears unresponsive. This
interpretation reflects a commitment to ac-
tion and to standing up for what is right, rath-
er than a true sense of efficacy concerning
the success of one’s actions. In other words,
as protestors’ signs during recent demonstra-
tions about the government’s educational de-
cisions state, ‘I’'m standing here and there is
nothing else that | can do.

Another possible explanation is that, unlike
previous findings on extreme system deroga-
tion in Hungary or, more generally, in Central
and Eastern Europe (Cichocka & Jost, 2014;
Kelemen et al., 2014), our study found that
group-level averages for both system justifica-
tion and efficacy-related beliefs were slightly
above the scale’s midpoint. This suggests that
participants who exclusively followed inde-
pendent media still displayed moderate levels
of system justification and efficacy. Although
they justified the status quo less and exhib-
ited lower efficacy compared to pro-govern-
ment media consumers, they did not entire-
ly reject the system and believed there was
room for reform. This finding reflects a para-

dox inherent in this hybrid regime (Bozoki &
Heged(s, 2018; Enyedi & Krekd, 2018; Krekd,
2022), which we term the ‘illusion of possible
change.” For instance, national elections are
widely regarded as free but not fair (Heged(s
& Levine, 2022). Citizens who do not support
the government face a difficult choice: either
believe that the government can still be de-
feated in an election, despite systemic flaws,
thereby fostering efficacy at the risk of naive-
ty, or succumb to despair. This despair is re-
flected in the negative view of the system and
its responsiveness among those who follow
non-pro-government media, aligning with the
sentiment that ‘to sin by silence, when we
should protest, makes cowards out of men’
(Wilcox, 1914, line 1-2).

Yet another potential explanation concerns
the causal relationship between the study
variables. It is possible that individuals with
lower efficacy are more likely to turn to in-
dependent media. In these media outlets,
they may encounter both mobilizing messag-
es (‘I'm standing here...”) and demobilizing
messages (“..and there is nothing else that |
can do’), which could lead to a more critical
or resigned perspective on the system. We
acknowledge this possibility, as suggested by
a reviewer, and recognize that the cross-sec-
tional design of our study limits our ability to
establish causal directionality or explore tem-
poral relationships between the variables.
Nonetheless, it is crucial to highlight the po-
tential bidirectional nature of these phenom-
ena (Chan et al., 2018; Lu & Lugiu, 2020; Park
& Kaye, 2018).

As noted, our study did not detect extreme
levels of system derogation. It remains to be
determined whether these positive attitudes
reflect genuine improvements in societal
conditions under the current government
or are a product of the reality constructed
by pro-government media. Importantly, by
‘constructed reality, we do not imply a val-



50 Studia Psychologica, Vol. 67, No. 1, 2025, 38-53

ue judgment but refer to objective evidence:
since 2010, pro-government media outlets
have lost numerous defamation cases, while
independent media have faced far fewer such
rulings (Erdélyi, 2022). These legal cases often
revolved around the dissemination of unveri-
fied or false information. The potential impact
of such misinformation on public perceptions,
and its role in cultivating overly optimistic
beliefs about the functioning of democracy
and citizens’ ability to influence the system,
require further investigation.

Our research has both strengths and lim-
itations. We utilized representative data from
face-to-face interviews that sampled a diverse
cross-section of society. However, practical
constraints inherent in this data collection
method introduced some limitations in the
measurement of variables. First, we had to
use brief scales to assess various constructs,
often relying on just a few items. Second,
because the study’s original focus was differ-
ent, our measure of perceived political effica-
cy-related beliefs may be subject to criticism.
Nevertheless, agreement with these items
still indicate some level of perceived ability to
influence the political system and its respon-
siveness. Additionally, our items did not speci-
fy whether the action was system-challenging
or system-supporting, a crucial distinction in
the literature. Fourth, our measure of media
consumption asked participants to report
which media outlets they regularly follow,
and we classified these outlets based on a
comprehensive study of the media landscape
(Mariasi et al., 2019). However, it is unclear
to what extent participants are fully aware of
their own media consumption habits. During
the ‘media war,’ several newspapers and me-
dia outlets changed ownership, and even the
political orientation of established outlets
may not be evident to less engaged or less
informed citizens. Additionally, while partic-
ipants were asked to report the media they

follow regularly, modern citizens are also pas-
sively exposed to political news through oth-
er channels, such as social media (Bouilanne,
2015; Bouilanne et al., 2023). Lastly, we were
unable to include potential individual or con-
textual mediators and moderators, which
would have enhanced our understanding of
the effects observed.

Future research should address these lim-
itations by refining the measures employed,
including potential mediators and modera-
tors such as the perceived credibility of me-
dia, susceptibility to fake news and conspira-
cy theories, trust in institutions, and political
cynicism. Moreover, longitudinal designs are
recommended to provide a more precise un-
derstanding of how media influences societal
perceptions and vice versa.

In conclusion, our findings contribute to a
nuanced understanding of how media influ-
ence citizens’ perceptions of the system and
their political efficacy-related beliefs. The
results indicate that consuming pro-govern-
ment media increases both system justifica-
tion and efficacy-related beliefs compared
to other media segments. However, there
is also a smaller indirect effect, where con-
suming independent media is associated
with lower system justification, which, in
turn, leads to greater motivation for system-
ic change.
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