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Abstract
This paper empirically assesses the impact of media freedom on citizen’s trust in politi-
cians and satisfaction with national governments. Restrictions potentially allow govern-
ments to provide citizens with biased information, which may then increase trust in, and 
satisfaction with, ruling elites. Yet, these restrictions may also be perceived as a signal that 
the latter are not trustworthy. Employing data from the European Social Survey to compare 
respondents with different levels of media consumption, we show that unfree media are 
partially effective in manipulating perceptions. Using age as an instrument for the time 
dedicated to media consumption, we find that higher levels of media freedom reduce citi-
zen’s trust in government but are unrelated to satisfaction with national governments.

Keywords  Political trust · Government satisfaction · Media freedom · TV consumption

JEL Classification  D72 · D83 · H80

1  Introduction

Freedom of the media is considered a fundamental institution of political democracy. 
The well-documented recent erosion of media freedom, especially visible in certain parts 
of Eastern Europe’s young democracies, may be one of its most important challenges in 
the twenty-first century. Nonetheless, even in established democratic regimes, politicians 
actively develop strategies to influence public opinion via increased media control, often 
with the aim of manipulating voters’ perceptions of government and opposition groups. 
Based on the idea that political media control matters for opinion formation, this paper 
studies interactions between media freedom, media consumption patterns, and trust of citi-
zens in politicians, as well as satisfaction with national governments and provided services.
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Identifying the impact of restricted media freedom is important, as exposure to system-
atically biased media content impacts on political knowledge, public opinion, voter turn-
out, and eventually election results. For example, recent literature has shown that percep-
tions matter more than facts for attitude formation and voting behavior (e.g., Di Guilmi & 
Galanis, 2021; Gimpelson & Treisman, 2018). A central question in the debate over politi-
cal influence on media content is therefore how citizens’ attitudes are affected (e.g., Leeson 
& Coyne, 2005). On the one hand, restrictions of media freedom potentially allow gov-
ernments to provide systematically biased information about their own performance. This 
may influence voter perceptions of policy outcomes, and, as a result, increase satisfaction 
with and foster trust in government. On the other hand, political media interference may 
be interpreted as a signal that information is framed in favor of ruling elites. If the public 
is aware of political influence, trust in the controlled media is likely to decline. Hence, 
increased media control could even have the contrary effect on public attitudes and percep-
tions, causing a decline in trust and citizen satisfaction with the government.

Over the last decades the media landscape and the patterns of media use have trans-
formed substantially. Consumption patterns have changed, particularly as a result of the 
spread of the internet and social media. Online media sources have gained importance at 
the expense of traditional news, and there also appears to be a clear age-related pattern 
regarding news consumption, generally observing younger people to use the mainstream 
media to a much lower degree (Newman, 2011). As Robinson et al. (2018) highlight, tel-
evision is still the world’s dominant source of political information, but its impact is cer-
tainly not as large as before the emergence of social media platforms, and it may increas-
ingly be a medium used more by the elderly rather than younger people. In addition, the 
dividing lines between political news and entertainment, as well as the separation of con-
sumers and producers of news, have become increasingly blurred in the age of the internet 
and social media (Williams & Delli Carpini, 2011).

Yet, government control of internet contents and use is technically much more difficult 
and harder to execute. Internet contents may be biased through undue influence of many 
actors, but certainly not by governments exclusively. In addition, perception is likely to 
depend on individual media usage habits, i.e., whether citizens get their information mainly 
from television, radio, newspapers, etc., and how much media content is consumed on a 
daily basis (Avery, 2009).

This paper investigates the effect of having free media on citizens’ trust in politicians, 
and perceptions of government performance. Media freedom is defined in a broad sense, 
specifying the absence of government regulations concerning content, financing, or organi-
zation. Based on the idea that the impact of a biased media content is directly dependent on 
the quantity (and quality) of individual media consumption (especially TV consumption), 
we examine the heterogeneous effects of watching TV using data from the European Social 
Survey (ESS) for 25 European countries, conditional on the countries’ media freedom. Our 
findings show that, by itself, higher media freedom is on average unrelated to people’s trust 
in politicians and satisfaction with national governments.

Unfree media, however, may be partially effective in manipulating citizen’s perceptions: 
People who consume a lot of television are susceptible to manipulation. By using age of 
individuals as an instrument for media consumption, we exploit an exogenous variation 
in TV exposure to establish a causal relationship between media freedom and individual 
perceptions of the government. Our results indicate that individuals who consume more 
TV also experience a larger increase in political trust in countries with comparatively 
lower media freedom, while there seems to be no impact on satisfaction with national gov-
ernment. The reason we find a partial effect of TV viewing on political trust may be that 
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trust in politicians is a much less specific measure than satisfaction with the government. 
It captures how much individuals trust politicians in general, rather than what they think 
about specific politicians and their programs. In that sense, political trust depends to a large 
degree on the general expectations that individuals have about the functioning of the politi-
cal process. Satisfaction with the results of particular policies, in turn, is probably much 
better captured by satisfaction with government.

Specifically, the paper makes two distinctive contributions to the literature: First, we 
identify the impact of media freedom on political trust and government satisfaction. Sec-
ond, our findings show that TV consumption patterns of individuals are relevant; above 
average TV consumption facilitates manipulation of trust perceptions. The partial success 
of these strategies provides incentives for populist governments in institutionally weaker 
democracies to establish greater control over the media. We further identify the electoral 
groups that these governments attempt to target in the process.

2 � Political Trust, Government Satisfaction, and Media Freedom: 
An Overview

A key function of the media consists in providing citizens with information on policies, 
which is closely connected to the preference formation of voters in democratic regimes. 
In particular, the role of traditional mass media in election campaigns and the impact on 
voting behavior have been extensively studied in the social sciences (e.g., Ansolabehere 
et al., 1991; Beck et al., 2002; Benesch et al., 2019; Bernhardt et al., 2008; Besley & Prat, 
2006; Gerber et al., 2009; Hetherington, 1996; Strömbäck & Shehata, 2010). There seems 
to be a general consensus on the importance of mass media for the formation of individual 
political preferences and attitudes. For instance, Meulemann (2012) shows that public con-
trol over the media increases the preferences for information over entertainment in individ-
ual media use. Recently, research has focused more specifically on the political impact of 
social media and “fake news” (Allcott and Gentzkow, 2017; Ceron & Memoli, 2016; Enli 
& Rosenberg, 2018), often triggering calls for a stricter regulation of what has also been 
called the new media.

Increased control over newspapers, TV and radio stations, and the internet should there-
fore allow governments not only to influence citizens’ perceptions about certain political 
projects; it also allows to disguise corruption scandals, or camouflage political fraud and 
failures (Leeson, 2008; Leeson & Coyne, 2005). Indeed, there is strong empirical evidence 
that independent mass media serve as a watchdog for the government and its activities 
(e.g., Bhattacharyya & Hodler, 2015; Camaj, 2013; Chan & Suen, 2009).

Relatedly, the overall performance of governments may be measured by the level of trust 
of the citizens (Bouckaert and Van de Walle, 2003), although it is unclear whether this is 
driven by actual government performance. For many Western democracies a trust decline 
is also routinely diagnosed (e.g., Van de Walle et al., 2008). Some political scientists have 
linked these developments to the presence of negative media coverage (e.g., Mair, 2006; 
Moy et  al., 1999), where greater exposure to political news is supposed to lead to mis-
trust in government, for example due to a focus on negative political campaigning. Accord-
ing to this strand of the literature, it is mainly the interaction of journalists and citizens 
that leads to increasing political mistrust, where especially intense TV consumption may 
instigate political cynicism and be harmful to political confidence (i.e., the “video-malaise 
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hypothesis”). Conversely, if governments have the power and instruments to control media 
content, this can increase trust in government for media consumers.

Up to date, less attention has been put on perceptions of the media’s institutional and 
legal framework itself: Whether people trust politicians likely depends on their perception 
of the media; i.e., it makes a difference whether media is believed to provide unbiased 
information, or not. A few studies focus on the relationship of media freedom and political 
trust and find that positive trust effects can be derived from the unbiased exercise of the 
media’s control function. Provided that free media perform better in detecting corruption 
(Brunetti and Weder, 2003; García-Sánchez et al., 2016), they should contribute positively 
to trust in politicians and to general satisfaction with political elites.

The presumption that free media will promote the quality of government and, conse-
quently, trust in public institutions is not as straightforward as it seems. Färdigh (2013) 
shows that media access is just as important as media freedom in explaining variations 
in government quality across European countries, meaning that media use is an equally 
important factor for political trust. Additionally, Norris (2011) finds that newspaper use is 
unrelated to attitudes towards democracy, but intense internet users are significantly more 
critical about the way democracy works in practice. According to her, only politically inter-
ested, engaged, and (already) trusting individuals consume political news, while non-trust-
ing people usually stay uninformed. Therefore, media influence on political trust should 
not be overstated, as trusting people may become even more trusting through consumption 
of media news, while mistrusting individuals are unaffected by their (non-) consumption.

A closely related paper to ours is Avery (2009), who investigates the differential effects 
of media exposure on political trust formation. He argues that the impact of media con-
sumption on trust is conditional on both, prior levels of trust, and the medium through 
which individuals receive news. Similar to Norris (2011), Avery (2009) also considers the 
notion that TV news consumption may have comparatively more detrimental trust effects 
than exposure to newspapers. Finally, Hanitzsch and Berganza (2012) analyze survey infor-
mation on the trust of journalists in politicians. They find that general trust levels in the 
society, private vs. state ownership of the media, and indicators of political performance 
are most important in explaining variation in journalists’ political trust.

3 � Data and Some Stylized Facts

3.1 � Political Trust and Government Satisfaction

This paper employs data from the European Social Survey (ESS), which is a repeated 
cross-sectional survey covering more than 300,000 individuals in 32 European countries. 
The ESS started in 2002 and is since then conducted on a biennial basis The ESS consists 
of core modules designed to provide a time series of attitudes and values for some topics 
and rotating modules with additional questions not included in each wave of the survey. 
Questions about media consumption are part of the core module. This standardized set of 
questions is available across waves and countries. In our final sample, it allows us to com-
pare individual media consumption from 25 European countries and seven waves of the 
survey.

In all waves, the survey includes several questions related to trust in, and satisfaction 
with, different political institutions and the political process. In particular, respondents are 
asked to indicate their trust in politicians, as well as their satisfaction with the national 
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government, both on a scale from 0 to 10. For our purpose, these variables are rescaled, 
such that values range from 0 to 1, where higher values indicate more trust and higher 
satisfaction, respectively. Average trust in politicians in Europe was around 0.38 during 
the sample period, while satisfaction with the national government was somewhat higher 
at 0.42. Table 1 shows descriptive statistics on individual characteristics of respondents for 
our sample.

3.2 � Media Freedom

To capture media freedom between 2002 and 2016, we use a composite indicator from data 
by Freedom House (FH). On an annual basis, FH provides three sub-indicators measuring 
the absence of governmental influence on the organization of media (political media free-
dom), the absence of government financing (economic media freedom), and the absence of 
legal regulations (regulatory media freedom), respectively. These are all based on expert 
surveys for the respective countries. The sum of the sub-indicators results in an overall 
indicator for media freedom, which takes on values between 0 and 100. For our purpose, 
we normalize the composite indicator for media freedom such that 0 denotes a country 
with a completely unfree media, while 1 denotes a country with complete media freedom. 
The comprehensive measure varies between 0.3 and 0.9 in the total sample.

Table 1   Summary statistics, individuals

All trust and satisfaction variables are normalized on a 0–1 scale

N Mean St. dev Min Max

No or low TV consumption 250,468 0.057 0.231 0 1
Medium TV consumption 250,468 0.291 0.454 0 1
High TV consumption 250,468 0.311 0.463 0 1
Very high TV consumption 250,468 0.342 0.474 0 1
No political TV consumption 250,468 0.060 0.237 0 1
Low political TV consumption 250,468 0.307 0.461 0 1
Medium political TV consumption 250,468 0.386 0.487 0 1
High political TV consumption 250,468 0.136 0.343 0 1
Very high political TV consumption 250,468 0.112 0.315 0 1
Retired 250,468 0.266 0.442 0 1
Household size 250,468 2.698 1.381 1 22
Age 250,468 49.222 17.286 14 123
Partner 250,468 0.641 0.480 0 1
Years of education 250,468 12.463 4.020 0 56
Voter 250,468 0.764 0.425 0 1
No social contact 250,468 0.099 0.299 0 1
Social contact 250,468 0.148 0.355 0 1
Citizen 250,468 0.963 0.190 0 1
Born in country 250,468 0.911 0.285 0 1
Male 250,468 0.483 0.500 0 1
Self-employed 250,468 0.132 0.338 0 1
Paid work 250,468 0.571 0.495 0 1
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Table  2 shows summary statistics for all variables at the macro level in our sample. 
Many European countries are characterized by a high level of media freedom. Since our 
sample also includes nations with comparatively more restrictions in press freedom, such 
as Ukraine, Turkey, Hungary, Bulgaria, or Croatia, variation across countries is quite 
substantial. Variation over time is nonetheless moderate, with larger changes only being 
observed for a few countries, such as Hungary, Israel, and Italy in our sample period.

3.3 � Media Exposure

Since the main interest of this paper is the influence of media freedom on trust and satis-
faction of citizens with government and democratic institutions, detailed information on 
individual media consumption is required. We draw on data from the first seven waves of 
the ESS, covering the years 2002–2014, where respondents were asked how much time 
they spend watching TV, listening to the radio, and reading newspapers. Furthermore, they 
were asked how much time of this media consumption is related to news or politics and 
current affairs.

The vast majority of individuals in the ESS declare to spend at least some time watch-
ing TV, whereas many respondents spend no, or very little, time on reading newspapers 
and listening to the radio. Furthermore, there is more interpersonal variation in TV con-
sumption, as compared to radio and newspaper. This is in line with the mentioned findings 
by Robinson et al. (2018), who highlight that despite shifting consumption patterns across 
age groups, television remains the dominant source of political information for the vast 
majority of citizens. The prevalence of TV consumption among citizens suggests that this 
channel is also considered the most important from the perspective of politicians. For these 
reasons, we exclusively focus on TV intake in the following.

Since the ESS separately measures individuals’ total TV consumption, and the time 
spent on political content, we can construct two different media exposure variables, meas-
uring TV consumption and political TV consumption, respectively. Following Prior (2005), 
greater media choice makes it easier for people to find their preferred content: People who 
like news take advantage of abundant political information to become more knowledge-
able, while people who prefer entertainment abandon the news and become less likely to 
learn about politics. Notwithstanding, as Williams and Delli Carpini (2011) point out, the 
tendency to increasingly blend entertainment and news could also mean that entertain-
ment programs may contain relatively more political information nowadays. In practice, 

Table 2   Summary statistics, countries

Indicators for media freedom are normalized on a scale from 0 to 1. GDP is gross domestic product con-
verted to international dollars using purchasing power parity divided by 1,000,000,000. Population is meas-
ured in million residents

N Mean St. dev Min Max

Trust in politicians 164 0.362 0.235 0.000 1.000
Satisfied with government 164 0.405 0.261 0.000 1.000
GDP p.c 164 35,053.675 13,370.141 7004.328 87,209.819
Inflation 164 2.859 2.869 − 0.946 25.232
Unemployment rate 164 8.139 3.981 2.550 24.790
Media freedom (lag) 164 0.802 0.104 0.320 0.920
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it may therefore be difficult to clearly separate overall TV consumption from political TV 
consumption.

To simplify the interpretation of our basic regression results, the categorical ESS vari-
ables are transformed into a series of dummy variables with the following categories: “No 
or low TV consumption”, “Medium TV consumption”, “High TV consumption”, and 
“Very high TV consumption” for both measures. Table 1 shows the recoding and frequen-
cies of answers to each of the respective questions.

4 � Empirical Strategy

To assess how media freedom is associated with political trust, and how this relates to dif-
ferent media consumption patterns of individuals, we test the specification in Eq. (1):

where yijt denotes either trust in politicians or satisfaction with the national government 
of individual i in country j at year t. Variable media freedom is the FH based media free-
dom indicator described above, while TVcons is a set of dummy variables that measures the 
time respondents are exposed to TV. X is a vector of individual level control variables (i.e., 
age, gender, years of education, household size, partnership, high number of social con-
tacts, citizenship, self-employment) and Z controls for time varying country characteristics 
that may be correlated with both, media freedom and trust or satisfaction with government 
(GDP p.c., unemployment rate, inflation). Time constant and country specific heterogene-
ity is captured by a full set of country and time fixed effects (ηj and ρt); �ijt denotes the error 
term. All standard errors are clustered at the country level.

We prefer a fixed-effects approach over multi-level modelling, as the latter would 
require many more cross-country units. Existing literature on multilevel analysis refers to 
the need of about 100 cross-sectional units on the upper level to obtain reasonable results 
with Maximum Likelihood-estimation (e.g., Maas & Hox, 2005). Our estimated models 
rely on just 25 national units and therefore offer a low number of degrees of freedom on 
the country level. This also severely limits inclusion of additional macro-variables which 
would lead to an omitted variable bias. Country fixed effects remove unobserved heteroge-
neity between countries in our data. Clustering can yet still be present even after including 
state and year effects, and valid inference requires controlling for clustering within coun-
tries (Pepper, 2002). Clustering at the country level accounts for the fact that observations 
within countries are not independently and identically distributed. Hence, reported stand-
ard errors are not based on a total of about 300,000 respondents but just 25 country-year 
observations. Employing multilevel analysis or country-years clustering leaves results 
qualitatively almost unchanged. Results are available on request. All estimates were per-
formed with the Stata 14.2 package.

There are two reasons for interacting media freedom and media consumption as in 
Eq. (1): First, we expect a heterogeneous impact of media freedom, dependent on the time 
individuals spend watching TV. Changes in media freedom should therefore mainly have 
an impact on heavy media users. Citizens watching TV several hours a day are likely to 
be influenced by biased information, while non-TV-users are not directly affected. Sec-
ond, media consumption and political trust, or government satisfaction, could also be 

(1)
yijt = �0 + β1media freedomjt + β2TVconsijt + β3media freedomjt ⋅ TVconsijt

+ β4Xijt + β5Zjt + ηj + ρt + �ijt



330	 B. Knoll et al.

1 3

endogenous, meaning that individuals with low trust and/or satisfaction systematically 
watch less TV.

We therefore distinguish between high and low media exposure, using age as an exog-
enous instrument. Older individuals tend to spend more time at home and therefore spend 
more time in watching TV. This is a natural setting for an instrumental variable (IV) esti-
mation. Following this logic, Fig. 1 (Fig. 2) shows total (political) TV consumption time 
over the life-cycle, as calculated from data in the ESS. In both figures, it is clearly visible 
that the total time dedicated to watching (political) TV greatly increases with age, espe-
cially between an individual’s late 50’s and early 70’s. Comparing trust and satisfaction 

Fig. 1   Total TV consumption by age

Fig. 2   Political TV consumption by age
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with government between old and young citizens thus allows us to employ an exogeneous 
variation in TV consumption.

5 � Results

5.1 � OLS Baseline Results

We first run a series of OLS baseline regressions on the relationship between media 
freedom and trust in politicians, as well as media freedom and satisfaction with national 
governments. In a first step, Tables 3 and 4 show the impact of media freedom and the 
time spend on TV consumption. While Table 3 considers the impact of media freedom 
and TV consumption separately, Table 4 adds interaction terms between media freedom 
and the respective TV consumption dummies. In a second step, this analysis is repeated, 
employing political TV consumption in Tables 5 and 6. All tables show outcomes for 
both dependent variables, i.e., for satisfaction with national government (specifications 
(1)–(3)), and for political trust (specifications (4)–(6)). Furthermore, all estimations are 
shown with and without the full set of control variables, but always employing country 
and time fixed effects.

According to the findings in all four tables, there is no effect of media freedom on 
either of the dependent variables on average. The corresponding variable always enters 
the equation with a negative sign, but never reaches statistical significance. This find-
ing would reject the hypothesis that governments can manipulate citizens’ perceptions 
if they have sufficient control over the media. Given that media freedom is measured at 

Table 3   Impact of media freedom and total TV exposure (I)

Indicators for media freedom are normalized on a scale from 0 to 1. The reference category for TV con-
sumption is “No or low total TV”. Individual control variables include age, sex, number of household mem-
bers, partner, years of education, dummy variables for citizens with many and no social contact to others, 
citizenship, born in the country and self-employment. Country controls include GDP per capita, the unem-
ployment rate and the inflation rate. Standard errors in parentheses
Significance levels: +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Satisfied with government Trust in politicians

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

Media freedom (lag) − 0.374 − 0.378 − 0.442 − 0.333 − 0.333 − 0.384
(0.601) (0.599) (0.397) (0.418) (0.417) (0.328)

Medium total TV 0.010* 0.010* 0.010* 0.008 0.009+ 0.009+

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005)
High total TV 0.010 0.012* 0.012* 0.009 0.012+ 0.012+

(0.007) (0.005) (0.005) (0.009) (0.007) (0.007)
Very high total TV 0.004 0.007 0.007 − 0.003 0.004 0.004

(0.010) (0.008) (0.007) (0.012) (0.009) (0.009)
Individual controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Country controls No No Yes No No Yes
R2 0.095 0.109 0.137 0.125 0.144 0.154
Observations 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468
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the country level, one can also safely exclude the possibility of individual perceptions 
influencing media legislation on the margin, unless the surveyed individual is Victor 
Orban or Vladimir Putin himself. Findings on this variable can thus be interpreted as 
reasonably causal.

Tables 3 and 5 further suggest that the more time respondents spend watching TV, 
the more they trust in politicians, and the higher their satisfaction with national govern-
ments seems to be, on average. This association is especially pronounced for TV pro-
grams about politics and current affairs, as shown in Table 5. As highlighted above, this 
association cannot be interpreted as causal though, as trusting individuals likely select 
themselves into watching relatively more (political) TV. The size of coefficients should 
therefore be regarded with due skepticism.

Despite of this issue, the (null) hypothesis that media freedom is irrelevant for politi-
cal trust is challenged, once we introduce interaction effects with media consumption 
in Tables 4 and 6: For both dependent variables, we find a strong and statistically nega-
tive association to   the interaction of  media freedom with the TV consumption dum-
mies. These become stronger the more time is spent watching TV, with effects being 
significant for overall TV consumption and political TV consumption. This would 

Table 4   Impact of media freedom and total TV exposure (II)

Indicators for media freedom are normalized on a scale from 0 to 1. The reference category for TV con-
sumption is “No or low total TV”. Individual control variables include age, sex, number of household mem-
bers, partner, years of education, dummy variables for citizens with many and no social contact to others, 
citizenship, born in the country and self-employment. Country controls include GDP per capita, the unem-
ployment rate and the inflation rate. Standard errors in parentheses
Significance levels: +p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Satisfied with government Trust in politicians

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

Media freedom (lag) − 0.212 − 0.231 − 0.296 − 0.110 − 0.132 − 0.186
(0.650) (0.649) (0.444) (0.441) (0.443) (0.352)

Medium total TV 0.066* 0.064* 0.064* 0.116*** 0.110*** 0.108***
(0.031) (0.031) (0.026) (0.030) (0.029) (0.029)

High total TV 0.128** 0.120** 0.116*** 0.172*** 0.160*** 0.154***
(0.038) (0.038) (0.031) (0.029) (0.029) (0.027)

Very high total TV 0.165+ 0.151+ 0.143+ 0.211*** 0.192*** 0.182***
(0.086) (0.087) (0.076) (0.052) (0.053) (0.048)

Medium total TV × media 
freedom

− 0.072+ − 0.068+ − 0.069* − 0.137** − 0.129** − 0.126**
(0.039) (0.038) (0.032) (0.039) (0.038) (0.037)

High total TV × media freedom − 0.150** − 0.139** − 0.133** − 0.208*** − 0.189*** − 0.181***
(0.048) (0.047) (0.037) (0.038) (0.036) (0.033)

Very high total TV × media 
freedom

− 0.207+ − 0.185+ − 0.175+ − 0.274*** − 0.242** − 0.229***
(0.108) (0.107) (0.093) (0.069) (0.067) (0.061)

Individual controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Country controls No No Yes No No Yes
R2 0.096 0.109 0.138 0.126 0.145 0.155
Observations 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468
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indicate that unfree media may be at least partially effective in manipulating citizen’s 
trust and performance perceptions, but only for those individuals who consume above a 
certain amount of TV. Again, the interaction terms cannot reasonably be interpreted as 
causal in this case. An attempt at identifying a reasonably causal impact of the interac-
tion between media freedom and media consumption time on our dependent variables is 
made in the following section, where we turn to an IV estimation strategy.

5.2 � Instrumental Variables Approach

As mentioned above, our empirical strategy used for the baseline estimations in Tables 3, 
4, 5 and 6 may suffer from potential endogeneity issues. For example, TV consumption 
patterns are likely influenced by consumers’ trust in media freedom. Individuals who think 
that TV content is biased by government interventions may watch less (political content 
on) TV than those who believe in independent and trustworthy media. It may be also dif-
ficult to control for all unobserved personal characteristics that influence both an individ-
ual’s assessment of the government and its TV consumption. We try to account for these 
endogeneity concerns by providing a set of instrumental variables regressions that instru-
ment TV consumption with the age of respondents. Figures  1 and 2 show nonparamet-
ric evidence that TV consumption is correlated with age. Older respondents spent more 
time watching TV than younger respondents. This holds both for total TV consumption 
and for political TV consumption. According to these figures, respondents at age 20–40 
are exposed to TV content for about 2 h per weekday on average. Between 40 and 70 TV 

Table 5   Impact of media freedom and political TV exposure (I)

Indicators for media freedom are normalized on a scale from 0 to 1. The reference category for political 
TV consumption is “No political TV”. Individual control variables include age, sex, number of household 
members, partner, years of education, dummy variables for citizens with many and no social contact to oth-
ers, citizenship, born in the country and self-employment. Country controls include GDP per capita, the 
unemployment rate and the inflation rate. Standard errors in parentheses
Significance levels: +p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Satisfied with government Trust in politicians

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

Media freedom (lag) − 0.362 − 0.371 − 0.434 − 0.313 − 0.319 − 0.369
(0.599) (0.596) (0.394) (0.414) (0.413) (0.323)

Low political TV 0.041*** 0.034*** 0.033*** 0.059*** 0.049*** 0.048***
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)

Medium political TV 0.051*** 0.041*** 0.040*** 0.074*** 0.062*** 0.061***
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003)

High political TV 0.053*** 0.041*** 0.041*** 0.080*** 0.067*** 0.067***
(0.004) (0.004) (0.005) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003)

Very high political TV 0.054*** 0.042*** 0.043*** 0.080*** 0.069*** 0.069***
(0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005)

Individual controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Country controls No No Yes No No Yes
R2 0.098 0.110 0.139 0.131 0.148 0.158
Observations 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468



334	 B. Knoll et al.

1 3

consumption steadily increases up to 2.6 h a day and decreases again for very old respond-
ents. A similar difference between young and old respondents is found with regard to polit-
ical TV consumption: There is a significant increase in political TV consumption by about 
0.5  h per workday if 20-year-old and 70-year-old respondents are compared. Total and 
political TV consumption have a systematic different age-pattern for very young and very 
old individuals in our sample. Whereas for 20–40-year-old respondents total TV consump-
tion is more or less the same, we observe a steady increase in political TV consumption. 
TV consumption is declining with age for very old people in general, but age is not corre-
lated with watching political content for those at age 60 or higher.

Tables 7 and 8 show the results of instrumental variables regressions using age as an 
instrument for TV consumption. The interaction term of age and the lag of media freedom 
instrument for the interaction term of TV consumption and the lag of media freedom. This 
approach must assume that age has no direct impact on trust and satisfaction with national 
governments. Although past research has shown that older individuals regularly declare 

Table 6   Impact of media freedom and political TV exposure (II)

Indicators for media freedom are normalized on a scale from 0 to 1. The reference category for political 
TV consumption is “No political TV”. Individual control variables include age, sex, number of household 
members, partner, years of education, dummy variables for citizens with many and no social contact to oth-
ers, citizenship, born in the country and self-employment. Country controls include GDP per capita, the 
unemployment rate and the inflation rate. Standard errors in parentheses
Significance levels: +p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Satisfied with government Trust in politicians

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

Media freedom (lag) − 0.259 − 0.264 − 0.337 − 0.249 − 0.247 − 0.304
(0.646) (0.647) (0.436) (0.436) (0.444) (0.348)

Low political TV 0.066 0.065 0.051 0.064* 0.063* 0.055*
(0.040) (0.042) (0.035) (0.024) (0.028) (0.024)

Medium political TV 0.118* 0.111* 0.102* 0.123*** 0.118*** 0.111***
(0.050) (0.053) (0.045) (0.027) (0.032) (0.028)

High political TV 0.137** 0.125* 0.121* 0.133*** 0.124*** 0.119**
(0.048) (0.051) (0.050) (0.029) (0.034) (0.033)

Very high political TV 0.204* 0.194* 0.183* 0.169*** 0.161*** 0.152**
(0.077) (0.079) (0.075) (0.037) (0.043) (0.042)

Low political TV × media freedom − 0.033 − 0.041 − 0.024 − 0.007 − 0.018 − 0.009
(0.050) (0.053) (0.043) (0.029) (0.036) (0.030)

Medium political TV × media freedom − 0.087 − 0.091 − 0.080 − 0.063+ − 0.073+ − 0.065+

(0.062) (0.066) (0.057) (0.033) (0.040) (0.035)
High political TV × Media freedom − 0.109+ − 0.110 − 0.104 − 0.069+ − 0.073+ − 0.068

(0.060) (0.065) (0.063) (0.036) (0.042) (0.041)
Very high political TV × media freedom − 0.198* − 0.199+ − 0.183+ − 0.116* − 0.121* − 0.109*

(0.095) (0.099) (0.093) (0.047) (0.054) (0.053)
Individual controls No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Country controls No No Yes No No Yes
R2 0.099 0.111 0.139 0.132 0.148 0.159
Observations 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468 250,468
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higher trust in government (e.g. Christensen & Lægreid, 2005), it is unclear at present 
whether this is really an individual life-cycle effect comparable to that of TV consumption, 
or rather driven by different cohorts with varying experiences of their interactions with 
government. The first stage regressions in the appendix (Tables 9 and 10 in the Appen-
dix) indicate that the instruments are relevant in explaining TV consumption patterns. 

Table 7   IV, Instrument: age – Impact of media freedom on satisfaction with national government

Indicators for media freedom are normalized on a scale from 0 to 1. Individual control variables include 
age, sex, number of household members, partner, years of education, dummy variables for citizens with 
many and no social contact to others, citizenship, born in the country and self-employment. Country con-
trols include GDP per capita, the unemployment rate and the inflation rate. Standard errors in parentheses
Significance levels: +p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
All Age > 40 Age 40–70 2nd order polynomial 3rd order polynomial

Lag media 
freedom × TV 
consumption

− 0.182** − 0.192*** − 0.019 − 0.163*** − 0.136*
(0.062) (0.051) (0.070) (0.043) (0.056)

TV consumption 0.187*** 0.261*** 0.065 0.200*** 0.180***
(0.051) (0.043) (0.056) (0.036) (0.047)

Lag media freedom 0.072 0.091 − 0.396 0.041 − 0.029
(0.458) (0.302) (0.453) (0.370) (0.410)

Individual controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.084 0.079 0.016 0.012
Observations 250,468 168,938 133,295 250,468 250,468

Table 8   IV, Instrument: age—impact of media freedom on trust in politicians

Indicators for media freedom are normalized on a scale from 0 to 1. Individual control variables include 
age, sex, number of household members, partner, years of education, dummy variables for citizens with 
many and no social contact to others, citizenship, born in the country and self-employment. Country con-
trols include GDP per capita, the unemployment rate and the inflation rate. Standard errors in parentheses
Significance levels: +p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
All Age > 40 Age 40–70 2nd order polynomial 3rd order polynomial

Lag media 
freedom × TV 
consumption

− 0.430*** − 0.487*** − 0.237* − 0.425*** − 0.400***
(0.042) (0.096) (0.094) (0.055) (0.059)

TV consumption 0.392*** 0.495*** 0.251** 0.413*** 0.396***
(0.034) (0.080) (0.077) (0.044) (0.048)

Lag media freedom 0.796** 0.937*** 0.220 0.801*** 0.737**
(0.245) (0.225) (0.398) (0.199) (0.230)

Individual controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.016 0.033
Observations 250,468 168,938 133,295 250,468 250,468
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Specification 1 in Table 7 uses the same sample and control variables as Table 4. The only 
difference is the definition of TV consumption. Table 7 treats TV consumption as a con-
tinuous regressor. We recode our measure for TV consumption according to the midpoints 
of the intervals of the original categories: Respondents who consume TV but less than 
half an hour per workday are assumed to consume 0.25 h. 0.5–1.0 h are recoded to 0.75 h, 
1.0–1.5  h are recoded to 1.25, …. Those who report media consumption above 3  h are 
assumed to watch TV for 4  h per workday. Specifications (2)-(4) restrict the sample or 
allow for higher order polynomials of age to account for the potentially non-linear relation-
ship of age and TV consumption. Except for specification (3) the general pattern of the 
results holds in these robustness checks. Table 8 shows the same set of specifications using 
trust in government as dependent variable which allows us to compare the OLS-regression 
in Table 4, column (6) with these IV-results.

In general, the results of the IV-regressions show a similar pattern as the baseline 
regressions based on OLS in Table 6. Media freedom has no significant impact for those 
who do not watch TV at all. TV consumption, however, has a strong positive impact on 
satisfaction with national governments in the absence of media freedom. The IV results 
also confirm that this positive impact gets smaller with media freedom in a country. Again, 
the results are similar and show a positive effect of TV exposure for extremely low levels 
of media freedom that is reduced if media freedom gets higher. Instrumenting for TV con-
sumption has a large impact on the main effect of media freedom: In OLS-regressions, the 
impact of media freedom for non-TV watchers was insignificant. To the contrary, the IV-
specifications in Table 8 indicate a strong positive impact.

6 � Conclusion

This paper empirically analyzes if trust in politicians and subjective evaluations of national 
governments are influenced by restrictions of media freedom. From a theoretical point of 
view, media freedom could have a positive or negative impact on political trust: On the 
one hand, media freedom reduces the opportunities of the government to provide citizens 
with biased information. Individuals are more likely to receive critical information on gov-
ernments and politicians, that may cause dissatisfaction with the government and reduce 
trust in politicians. On the other hand, knowledge about the state of media freedom in the 
country may be considered as a signal for the trustworthiness of governments in general. In 
this case, high media freedom is expected to raise reported political trust levels, even if the 
news content itself is considered as “negative” by consumers on some occasions.

Results for 25 European countries show, that higher media freedom has no impact on 
trust in politicians and satisfaction with national governments, on average. However, this 
changes significantly with the intensity of media consumption. The negative impact of a 
media freedom on political trust is larger for individuals who consume TV intensively, 
indicating that an unfree media is partially effective in manipulating individual perceptions 
of political trust, whereas there is no effect for perceptions of government performance.

Our results suggest that both media consumption patterns and media freedom jointly 
determine political trust. Government strategies aimed at an increased control over the 
media are therefore partially effective, probably most benefitting public trust perceptions of 
individual chief executives. This would explain the popularity of this strategy among popu-
list leaders in government, especially in the institutionally weaker states of Eastern Europe. 
The high degree of personalization over the policy process that these politicians try to 
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establish in public discourse (cf. Rode & Revuelta, 2015), creates an important incentive 
to portray oneself in a positive light to the public eye via enhanced media content control.

Ever since Silvio Berlusconi successfully established this combination of political pop-
ulism and TV station patrimony in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s (Ginsborg, 2005), oth-
ers have taken note and have tried to establish a similar influence over the media for their 
personalized political benefit. Given that this strategy seems to be especially effective in 
influencing the political opinions of individuals with a high TV consumption (Durante 
et al., 2019), it might also shed further light on the puzzle of who votes for populist par-
ties, where recent research has highlighted that the socioeconomic communalities are weak 
(Rooduijn, 2018), while media consumption patterns might actually play a much more sig-
nificant role (Enli & Rosenberg, 2018).

Appendix

See Tables 9 and 10.

Table 9   IV, First stage: media freedom × TV total

Indicators for media freedom are normalized on a scale from 0 to 1. Individual control variables include 
age, sex, number of household members, partner, years of education, dummy variables for citizens with 
many and no social contact to others, citizenship, born in the country and self-employment. Country con-
trols include GDP per capita, the unemployment rate and the inflation rate. Standard errors in parentheses
Significance levels: +p < 0.1; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
All Age > 40 Age 40–70 2nd order polyno-

mial
3rd order polynomial

Lag media free-
dom × age

0.026*** 0.042*** 0.037*** − 0.035*** − 0.067*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.007) (0.031)

Age − 0.011*** − 0.021*** − 0.015*** 0.024*** 0.018
(0.002) (0.003) (0.004) (0.006) (0.022)

Lag media free-
dom × age2

0.001*** 0.001+

(0.000) (0.001)
Age2 − 0.000*** − 0.000

(0.000) (0.000)
Lag media free-

dom × age3
− 0.000
(0.000)

Age3 − 0.000
(0.000)

Individual controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.175 0.189 0.168 0.177 0.177
Observations 250,468 168,938 133,295 250,468 250,468
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