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Abstract

The article advances a novel conceptual framework for analyzing the
complex relationship between democratic backsliding and the media.
Democratic backsliding is understood as a gradual, multilayered
institutional and political process through which government seek to
accumulate power by systematically capturing state institutions and
reshaping the public sphere. Building on this body of literature, which
has largely focused on constitutional institutions, the article develops
a typological model demonstrating how processes of democratic
backsliding manifest themselves in attempts to influence, constrain, and
ultimately control the media across its various components.
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The proposed typology—conceptualized as a “playbook”™ of measures
that recalibrate the balance of power between the government and
the media—conceives of the media as a decentralized, multi-actor
institutional arena, distinct from centralized constitutional bodies and
therefore requiring a holistic analytical approach. The article delineates
multiple dimensions and mechanisms of democratic backsliding in the
media, including: the socio-political background conditions of populism;
the erosion of public broadcasting; the politicization of appointments
to public office; regulatory capture and structural transformation of
the media market; concentration and strategic allocation of economic
resources within the commercial media sector; the circumvention of
legacy media through social media platforms; and the cultivation of
hostility toward journalists which, in turn, encourages self-censorship.
Operating simultaneously and interactively, these processes restructure
the media environment in ways that serve governing interests and generate
feedback loops that further entrench democratic backsliding.

Drawing on scholarly literature in the fields of media studies, democracy
studies, and public law, the article seeks to make a dual theoretical
contribution. First, it develops a multidimensional typology of democratic
backsliding in the media that systematically and comprehensively maps
the various channels through which governments may undermine media
independence—an account informed by theory and by the experience of
relevant countries, and one that can facilitate comparative media research
aimed at identifying cross-national patterns. Second, the article employs
the proposed typological model to demonstrate that it is highly relevant
to contemporary Israel and, moreover, that processes of democratic
backsliding can also be discerned in the recent past. In so doing, it adds

Israel to the cases examined in the literature in this context.

Introduction

This article characterizes arange of phenomena concerning the relationship
between democratic backsliding and the media. The identification of the
various dimensions through which the relationship between media and
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democracy may be analyzed is grounded in the paradigm of democratic
backsliding (Bermeo, 2016). Democratic backsliding refers to the erosion
of democratic values and institutions pursued by those in power, thereby

transforming the democratic model within a given state.

Democratic backsliding is evident across numerous countries as part
of the broader “global democratic recession” (Liihrmann & Lindberg,
2019), with research indicating that its severity varies across democracies
(Wolkenstein, 2022). Until recently, scholarship on democratic backsliding
focused primarily on mapping and assessing how governments seek to
capture constitutional institutions, with particular emphasis on processes
of executive aggrandizement at the expense of checks and balances,
constitutional change, judicial capture, and the contraction of the liberal
sphere (Huq & Ginsburg, 2018; Scheppele, 2018; Haggard & Kaufman,
2021).

Today, democratic backsliding is understood as a wider process
that extends beyond the constitutional domain and encompasses the
transformation of additional social institutions in undemocratic directions,
including, for example, culture, civil service and academia. More recently,
scholarship has begun to examine the relationship between democratic
backsliding and the media. This emerging body of research seeks to map
the various channels through which governments may undermine the
media landscape as part of anti-democratic ambitions and broader efforts
to accumulate and consolidate power at the expense of state institutions,
private actors, and the public sphere.

Against this backdrop, this article pursues a dual objective. First, it
seeks to construct a typology of democratic backsliding in the media
by identifying characteristic measures undertaken by governments
seeking to erode media independence across multiple dimensions, which,
cumulatively, amount to democratic backsliding in the media sphere. The
article maps a series of relational dimensions between government and
media, demonstrating how governments attempt to alter the balance of
power between them. These processes have not yet been comprehensively
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conceptualized. The proposed typology thus expands the existing body of
research and offers a structured account of democratic backsliding as it
pertains to the media.

Second, the article situates the Israeli case along the continuum of
democratic backsliding in the media. Following the presentation of
each component of the proposed typology, brief references are made to
Israeli contexts that indicate governmental aspirations to curtail media
independence and, at times, to take control of it.

Analyzing the relationship between media and democratic backsliding
yields two principal contributions. The first lies in enhancing scholars’
ability to identify the multiple dimensions through which this process may
unfold and to construct a comprehensive analytical picture that captures
its severity. We argue that only a holistic perspective on the relationship
between media and government enables such an analysis, rather than
an inspection of individual governmental initiatives in isolation. For
example, reforms in public broadcasting—often placed at the center of
contemporary discourse, particularly in Israel—should not be assessed
in isolation from broader transformations. Rather, they must be evaluated
cumulatively, including in relation to developments in the commercial
media sector and the press market.

The second contribution concerns the Israeli case itself. It appears that,
even in Israel, clear anti-democratic indicators typically associated with
backsliding democracies can readily be identified. The article therefore
offers a conceptual framework that will enable future reassessment of
Israel’s position along the continuum of democratic backsliding.

A. Democratic Backsliding: Preliminary Socio-Political Processes

The presence and intensity of democratic backsliding across different
states are difficult to measure (Little & Meng, 2024; Knutsen, 2024).
On the one hand, one may point to “former democracies,” in which this
process has already eroded democratic resilience, such as Turkey and
Hungary (see Bajomi-Lazar & Stepinska, 2019; Benedek, 2024; Polyak,
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2019), as well as additional countries in Central and Eastern Europe
(CEE). On the other hand, in other states, the process is non-linear, and
episodes of democratic erosion coexist with governmental turnover and
the reaffirmation of the rule of law (e.g., Poland and Brazil).

Nevertheless, at the institutional level, democratic backsliding is
characterized by patterns of governance aimed at increasing control over
the institutions and sectors of liberal democracy. The media constitutes
one such institution.

A typical process of democratic backsliding is marked by the prolonged
rule of one side of the political spectrum, which succeeds in maintaining
its dominance over time while adopting populist approaches to shaping
the governmental and public spheres. Such a regime will seek to influence
the political and public domains in its favor, with the aim of preserving
its tenure and rendering the ideologies and values it promotes hegemonic.
Unlike a coup or overt regime change, democratic backsliding is an
internal, gradual, and politico-institutional process in which power is
accumulated through the systematic capture of both formal and informal
state institutions.

This process begins with the growing political and cultural influence
of one side of the political spectrum. It then encompasses both attempts
to capture the state’s formal constitutional framework and successful
efforts to do so, as well as the gradual institutional aggrandizement of the
executive through informal constitutional means, involving measures that
enhance its power at the expense of independent authorities, institutions
that provide checks and balances, or other liberal spheres (Luo &
Przeworski, 2023).

These developments constitute preliminary background conditions for
the expansion of democratic backsliding into the media sphere. As noted,
the prolonged rule of a single political bloc, coupled with socio-political
conditions that enable such continuity, leads first to constitutional
transformation centered on the empowerment of the executive at the
expense of institutions that provide checks and balances. Subsequently,
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the government will seek to capture additional state institutions, such as
the civil service. Concurrently, and at various stages of the backsliding
process (sometimes at its outset and sometimes at its height), the
government will turn its attention to the media—either to consolidate
prior processes of control and influence or to directly dominate it.

B. A Complex Characterization of Democratic Backsliding in the
Media: The ‘Playbook’

The following sections present a series of defining characteristics—the
“typological playbook”—of democratic backsliding in the media. These
characteristics reflect non-democratic processes unfolding within the
media market, with varying intensities and sequences of development,
throughout the course of democratic backsliding. Their articulation
provides a conceptual foundation for a systematic inquiry into whether
democratic backsliding as manifested in the media is taking place in
Israel, or in any other state examined through the lens of the proposed

typology.

For example, although recent legislative proposals in Israel have placed
public broadcasting at the center of public discourse as a focal point of
media capture—both in Israel and elsewhere (Neff & Pickard, 2024)—we
contend that attention must also be directed toward additional channels
(Stétka & Mihelj, 2023), including ownership structures within the media
market, the politicization of appointments to regulatory bodies, and
journalists’ self-censorship.

We argue that a process of institutional democratic backsliding will also
entail governmental aspirations to influence or capture additional social
institutions that shape the public sphere. The government will identify
targets such as the civil service, academia, institutions of culture and
art, as well as economic and commercial bodies, and seek to advance its
ideology and interests through them. As part of this broader trajectory,
the media—namely, commercial media, the digital sphere, and public
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broadcasting—will become a central target of governmental influence
and potential capture (Celik et al., 2024).

Furthermore, we contend that democratic backsliding in the media may
be more complex and multidimensional than in other institutional contexts.
This is not a straightforward institutional scenario in which an “empowered
executive” confronts “the media” as a unified entity. Nor is it analogous
to a single constitutional court, where once loyalists are installed, control
over constitutional interpretation becomes nearly absolute. In contrast to
the senior constitutional institutions that an ascendant government seeks
to capture, the media field is characterized by a far more decentralized
configuration of forces, actors, and organizations—both on the side
of the executive and among the various media entities. Accordingly,
democratic backsliding in the media must be examined through a holistic,
multi-layered institutional perspective.

From the governmental side, the arenas of intervention in the media are
numerous and include the Minister of Communications, the head of the
executive branch himself (and his patronage), government ministries, the
legislature, and captured regulators. From the media side, the environment
is equally decentralized, comprising multiple actors with diverse interests,
some of which may align with governmental capture strategies.

Recent scholarship has begun to identify the mechanisms through which
governments attempt to shape the media (McDevitt, 2022; Over, 2021).
Research on this phenomenon in the Israeli context is also emerging, with
growing recognition of the connection between democratic backsliding
in general and its manifestations in the media in particular. However, this
field of research remains in its early stages (Ben-David et al., 2025).

In the present article, we characterize and analyze several typical
channels through which this process unfolds, drawing on the evolving
literature in the field (Culloty & Suiter, 2021). To facilitate a more
comprehensive understanding, and building upon the typology proposed
by Dragomir (2019), we introduce a conceptual framework and typology
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of the phenomenon, presented in Table A, whose features will be

elaborated upon in the sections that follow.

Table A: Media and Democratic Backsliding - Tupology

A constitutional—institutional process of political power consolidation

Increasing

Governmental
Intervention in
Media Markets

A Sociopolitical
Feedback Loop

within the executive branch.

A focus on the media market alongside the capture

of “governance markets” (the constitution and gatekeeping institutions).

A sociopolitical process of exclusionary populism and the delegitimization

of legacy media.
Capture of

Commercial Media

Centralization

Tightening of
government-
media relations

Initiating control
through loyalists

Control through

complete alignment
with the government

Regulatory
Capture

Favorable
regulation
of preferred
platforms

Politicization
through
appointments

Capture of
oversight
bodies

Establishment
of parallel or
alternative
institutions

Capture

of Public
Broadcasting
Calls for
“diversity”

Delegitimization

Threats of
budgetary
changes

Nationalization
or establishment
of an alternative
institution

Normalization of extremism on mainstream platforms.

Political bypassing of legacy media through social media.

Steering
Public
Funding
Linking public
funding to
restrictions

on freedom of
expression.

Selective
allocation of
advertising
resources

Active
preference for
advertising
on favorable
platforms.

Boycott of
platforms
opposed to the
government

Negative attitudes toward journalists and a culture of self-censorship.

Exploitation of the new institutional—political media order to reconstruct the

national narrative, with an emphasis on security, nationalism, and tradition.
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The various dimensions set out in the table constitute the “typological
playbook” of democratic backsliding in the media, drawing on the
experience of different democracies. Democratic backsliding in the media
unfolds within broader socio-political deep-structural dynamics. It is
characterized by increasing governmental intervention in key areas of the
media system: commercial media, media regulation, public broadcasting,
and the allocation of public funding. Within each of these domains, one
can identify processes of progressively intensified state involvement,
culminating, in the most severe cases, in sectoral capture.

Atthe same time, democratic backsliding in the media is characterized by
several additional processes, foremost among them the political bypassing
of legacy media through social media; the normalization of extremism
on mainstream media platforms; and the emergence of negative, and at
times openly hostile, attitudes toward journalists and media outlets. As
these processes develop across the various domains outlined in the table,
they ultimately contribute to a reorganization of the media system and of
journalistic practice in ways that increasingly serve the interests of the
governing authority. This process is accompanied by a feedback loop that,
in turn, enables democratic erosion to deepen across additional arenas.

The following sections examine these processes in detail.

B.1 Exclusionary Populism and the Delegitimization of Legacy
Media

Media-related democratic backsliding often emerges in the wake of the
establishment of populist politics (Manucci, 2017). Populism constitutes
a socio-political background condition within which various institutional
processes unfold, including the emergence of governmental efforts to
capture the media and channel it toward the preservation of its rule. As
part of a broader populist ideology, a process of media delegitimization
takes place, reflecting the broader relationship between populist politics
and both formal and informal state institutions. The government
portrays major media outlets as elitist, politically biased, saturated with
class-based and hegemonic interests, and acting against the will of the
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public. Governmental rhetoric thus constructs a distinction between “the
people” and “media elites.”

Such polarizing populist rhetoric toward the media is difficult to address
through existing policy tools, even as it fosters the unfair treatment of
the media and contributes to its portrayal as an institution undeserving
of independence. In this vein, the populist narrative broadly portrays
“the media” as an institution aligned with other social elites, one that
undermines the government’s mandate and harms the “morale” of “the
people.” The long-term objective of this effort is to erode public trust in
legacy media and weaken its independence. The populist narrative thus
provides a foundation for governmental control over media platforms,
legitimizing the capture of existing outlets or the establishment of media
platforms aligned with governmental interests. Populism can therefore
be understood both as a broad socio-political phenomenon underlying
media-related democratic backsliding and as fertile ground for its further
expansion.

To properly understand populism, it is important to note that it is a
supra-political and ideologically neutral phenomenon in terms of its
substantive content. Populism may assume a right-wing ideological
orientation, but it may also be aligned with clearly left-wing economic
or social ideologies. In Israel, political developments over the past two
decades have contributed to the rise of an ethno-nationalist-security
populism promoted and amplified by the political right. Populism is
only one component shaping the ways in which the government seeks
to structure the state; a right-wing government may employ populism
to reduce public trust in social and state institutions and to delegitimize
them.

It should be noted that the question of trust in the media is complex even
independently of the current democratic crisis. Political polarization and
existing social structures affect levels of public trust in the media. One
could argue that trust in the media was initially low, thereby necessitating

policy responses and direct governmental involvement in the media.
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Alternatively, it is possible that the populist attack on the media is itself a
cause of declining trust. Our argument is that the populist leader and his
political rhetoric promote strong public claims of distrust toward legacy
media, allegedly portraying it as betraying the interests of “the people,”
and that these claims are then used by the government as a pretext for
attempts to capture media institutions, while simultaneously further
intensifying their delegitimization.

In Israel, one can identify a long-term process that began years before
the 2023 regime shift, whereby the media was portrayed as a left-wing elite
saturated with class-based and hegemonic interests (similar to the judicial
system) and as engaged in a struggle against the elected representatives
of “the people” (Rogenhofer & Panievsky, 2020).

B.2 Erosion of Public Broadcasting

The most immediate and accessible tool enabled by the populist narrative
against the media is the erosion of the legitimacy of public broadcasting,
extending to explicit calls for its abolition and initiatives aimed at
achieving this goal (Holtz-Bacha, 2021). Alternatively, populist leaders
may seek to bring public broadcasting under their control, a pattern
characteristic of democracies in more advanced stages of democratic
backsliding. Examples include democracies in Central and Eastern
Europe (CEE countries; see Appendix A), where governments have
sought to capture public broadcasting in the early stages of governmental
entrenchment. However, even in more robust democracies where publicly
funded public broadcasting exists—such as the United Kingdom, Sweden
(Hien & Norman, 2023), Denmark, Switzerland, and the United States—
ongoing struggles persist over its continued existence and independence
(Potoniska & Beckett, 2019). Within this context, several governmental
strategies for controlling or undermining public broadcasting institutions
can be identified:
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B.2.1 Disregard and Delegitimization

Even in countries where the threat to democracy is not perceived as severe,
populist leadership may disregard the necessity (or even the legitimacy
of its existence) of public broadcasting, express doubts about its utility
and the justification for its funding, and use state power to constrain
its operations. Such measures are typically presented publicly as being
motivated by social considerations. Populist leaders amplify narratives
alleging a lack of balance and diversity in the media generally, and in
public broadcasting in particular, which is expected to represent “the
people” who finance it rather than merely elite interests.

In most cases, the motivation for delegitimizing public broadcasting is
political and stems from governmental dissatisfaction with its editorial
coverage. Public broadcasting is particularly vulnerable to delegitimization
efforts because it is state-funded. For example, former British Prime
Minister Boris Johnson engaged in an open political confrontation with
the BBC, the UK’s public broadcaster. This conflict influenced the
attitudes of Johnson’s supporters, both moderate and hard-right, toward
the institution. Johnson’s rhetoric included amplifying public debates
over alleged bias in political coverage, which contributed to broader
questioning of the corporation’s necessity and of the justification for its
license-fee-based funding model. Accordingly, Johnson often adopted an
“empty chair” policy, refusing to be interviewed by the BBC.

B.2.2 Budget Cuts

A further stage in the erosion of public broadcasting involves the use
of budgetary instruments to curtail the scope of its activities. In several
Western European countries, funding models continue to rely on license
fees, and in recent years, some governments have pursued policies aimed
atreducing or abolishing such fees. In countries where public broadcasting
is funded through the state budget, proposals have likewise emerged to
increase governmental control over public broadcasters’ budgets or to
reduce their allocations, thereby facilitating direct political intervention
in their operations.
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For example, in Denmark—a country not characterized by advanced
democratic backsliding—a proposal was adopted to reduce the public
broadcaster’s budget by 20%, resulting in a reduction in both the scope
of its operations and its workforce. In Israel, current efforts by the
Minister of Communications seek to weaken the financial stability of the
Israeli Public Broadcasting Corporation, raising concerns about reduced
independence and a diminished capacity for content production.

Legislative bills on the issue also tend toward greater government
involvement. In 2023, a bill was introduced to strengthen political
oversight of the broadcaster’s budget (Isracli Public Broadcasting Bill,
2023), while in 2024, another bill sought to eliminate the corporation’s
independent budgetary management and place it under the state budget
(Israeli Public Broadcasting Bill, 2024). This bill continues to advance
(April 2026).

The weakening of public broadcasting in Israel is also important to the
government because the institution serves as a barrier to concentration
in the media market (Ben-David et al., 2025, p. 40). When public
broadcasting is weakened, this facilitates the takeover of frequencies by
private actors, some of whom may have close ties to the government,
and constitutes another mechanism that benefits politicians engaged in
democratic backsliding.

B.2.3 Nationalization Through Rppointments or Legislation

Another pathway through which governments may seek to control public
broadcasting is its nationalization. Nationalization refers to the complete
elimination of the distinction between an independent public broadcaster
and the government. This can be achieved through several mechanisms,
the most common of which is the replacement of personnel within the
public broadcasting institution with individuals perceived as loyal to the
governing authority.

Such processes have been pursued in several Central and Eastern
European countries characterized by advanced democratic backsliding.
For example, following the electoral victory of Hungary’s Fidesz
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party in 2010 and through 2015, more than 1,600 journalists and
media professionals were dismissed from public media and replaced
with employees considered more loyal to the government’s narrative.
This large-scale replacement brought about a profound structural
transformation, through which public media lost its independence and
became an entity controlled by the government, thereby strengthening the
state’s capacity to shape media content and the public discourse (Nemeth,
2025, p. 17).

Another way of taking control of public broadcasting is to undermine
its independence through legislation, in ways that impair its ability to
provide the public with high-quality and diverse offerings (content,
documentaries, and news). A common means of implementing this in
democracies experiencing democratic backsliding is to alter the definition
of the purposes (objectives) of public broadcasting in its enabling
legislation.

B.2.4 A Parallel or Subordinate Broadcasting Body

Another practice involves the creation of a new public broadcasting entity
or supervisory authority that effectively neutralizes the existing public
broadcaster.

For example, in Poland, legislation led by the Law and Justice Party
(PiS) established a new entity (NTC), which was granted supervisory
authority over the public broadcaster, with its leadership appointed by
the government (Surowiec et al., 2021). Subsequently, the legal mandate
of the new body was revised to emphasize national, religious, and other
ideological objectives aligned with the party’s agenda, contradicting the
principle of press independence (Weglifiska et al., 2022).

In Hungary, public media is directly controlled by the government, and
operates without any independence whatsoever. A 2010 media reform
restructured the regulatory framework governing the media market.
The National Communications Authority and the National Radio and
Television Commission were merged into a single body, the National
Media and Info-communications Authority (NMHH), which was granted
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oversight over both print and electronic media. The NMHH includes the
Media Council, which is responsible for licensing, content regulation, and
enforcement of media laws. The government exercises full control over
appointments to both the authority and the council.

In 2011, the Fidesz government further transformed the media
landscape by transferring all public broadcasting assets to the state fund
MTVA (Media Service Support and Asset Management Fund), operating
under the NMHH and the Media Council. News content, funding,
asset management, and operational control of public broadcasters
were centralized under MTVA, and, since 2015, also under the unified
broadcaster Duna Media. Although the fund’s annual budget is approved by
parliament (controlled by Fidesz), the NMHH Media Council determines
governance rules and resource allocation, resulting in direct political
control over the content and financing of public media. This deepened
dependence on the government, weakened institutional independence,
and generated international criticism regarding declining pluralism and
balance in news coverage (McNeill & Valentine, 2024). This represents
the most advanced stage of direct governmental control, characterized
by the absence of any institutional buffer or any degree of independence.

B.2.5 Privatization

A fifth strategy involves the privatization of public broadcasting. This
approach is justified by governmental claims that there is no rationale
for funding public broadcasting, although in practice it often stems from
an underlying desire to control the ownership structure of the newly
privatized entity. Privatization is sometimes perceived as a substantive
and symbolic intervention and may therefore face stricter scrutiny from
institutional checks and balances, on the assumption that their authority
has not yet been undermined. In contrast, gradual and cumulative
initiatives that erode the broadcaster’s independence tend to encounter
weaker legal resistance.

In Israel, current policy favors public debate of this type of privatization
model. In recent years, the government has consistently and systematically
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introduced bills to privatize public broadcasting, both with respect to the
Israeli Public Broadcasting Corporation (Public Broadcasting Corporation
Privatization Bill, 2022, 2024) and the Israel Defense Forces Radio
station, Galei Tzahal (IDF Radio Privatization Bill, 2022, 2023, 2024).
The most recent bill to date, from late 2024, seeks to stipulate that the
public broadcasting corporation will cease to exist two years after the law
enters into effect. More recently, the government decided to shut down
Galei Tzahal (Government Resolution 3661 of the 37th Government),
A move that was ultimately blocked only due to a Supreme Court ruling
invalidating its legality (HCJ 61683-12-25).

The full set of strategies outlined above with respect to public
broadcasting provides a framework for identifying and interpreting
governmental actions in the context of media-related democratic
backsliding. Experience shows that governments may adopt a range
of policy measures that serve the same overarching objective—the
politicization of public broadcasting—albeit with varying levels of
intensity.

In Israel, the government has consistently brought forward far-reaching
bills to privatize the public broadcasting corporation, a course of action
characteristic of flawed democracies undergoing advanced democratic
backsliding. However, some of these bills have not advanced rapidly,
particularly when compared with the pace of public broadcasting capture
in Central and Eastern European countries. These initiatives function both
as an ongoing threat to the operation of the public broadcaster and as a
form of symbolic political signaling.

B.3 De-Regulation for Government-Rligned Platforms

Another mechanism for strengthening media control involves regulatory
bias in favor of platforms that are supportive of the government. This
approach falls within the conventional domain of media market regulation
and is typically framed in terms of legitimate policy objectives, such

as media pluralism and the representation of diverse public voices. In
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practice, however, its underlying aim is to promote favorable media
coverage of the government.

In Israel, attempts have been made to shape television broadcasting in
favor of government interests through regulation. Examples of regulatory
favoritism that contributed to the rise of government-aligned platforms
include the emergence of the newspaper Israel Hayom (and subsequent
legislative attempts, first to facilitate its continued operation through
special legislation and later to restrict its free distribution through
further legislation; Globes, 2019), as well as Channel 14, which began
broadcasting as a “National heritage” channel and later evolved into a
news channel with the support of regulatory and financial benefits.

In parallel, there has been an ongoing struggle over appointments to
regulatory authorities, with the government appointing controversial
figures to key positions in an effort to secure favorable regulation. The
underlying objective of these appointments is to exert control over media
oversight through political influence over regulatory institutions.

Israel, particularly since 2023, has seen far-reaching legislative initiatives
proposed by the government that seek to alter the democratic balance of
checks and balances within institutional frameworks. Moreover, since
2024, there has been growing concern that the government is advancing
a broad reform intended to tilt the media market in its favor. Prominent
in this context is the Communications Bill (Broadcasts) from mid-2025,
a government-sponsored bill being rapidly advanced by the Minister
of Communications and currently debated in an ad hoc parliamentary
committee established specifically for its passage.

Symbolically, this bill represents another step in a broader sequence of
actions by the Minister of Communications, all of which are presented as
part of a declared effort to bring about a “revolution” in the broadcasting
market. This objective is characterized by a vision of dismantling
the existing “centers of power” among established media actors and
institutions. The bill is being advanced rapidly, without systematic
preparatory work involving all relevant stakeholders and government
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ministries, and merges multiple elements of reform—some of which
have already been proposed but not enacted—into a single legislative
package. This raise concerns that the process is being used to undermine
the independence and resilience of media outlets.

At present, the bill’s advancement has faced opposition from legal
gatekeepers within the government and the Knesset, on the grounds
that it includes components that undermine democratic checks and
balances. Despite this opposition, the government bypassed the Knesset
Economic Affairs Committee in order to neutralize its chair’s opposition
and established a special ad hoc committee to advance the bill—an
unprecedented move that undermines the principle of separation of
powers. At the time of writing, amid the ongoing campaign against Iran,
an intensive legislative process is underway that has already pushed
government intervention in the media market to unprecedented levels
since the establishment of the state. This raises significant concerns
regarding deficiencies that, it has been argued, justify unprecedented
judicial intervention during the legislative process (Bar-Siman-Tov et al.,
2025).

A fundamental component of the bill concerns the establishment of
a new regulatory authority by the government, raising concerns that,
as with the civil service, this authority would be established solely to
increase political control over the existing regulatory system, similar
to measures undertaken in Hungary and Poland. The bill includes the
removal of mechanisms that safeguard the independence and autonomy of
news broadcasting, thereby enabling political and economic intervention
in such broadcasts by interested parties. It raises concerns regarding
political affiliations in the appointment of public representatives to the
new regulatory authority, owing to the structure of the appointments
committee to be established and to the fact that the authority’s budget
would not be independent but rather part of the state budget. In addition,
the bill under consideration contains a distinct element of politicization
with regard to ratings data, through a provision that would allow the new
authority to intervene in the way such data is measured. These features
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led the Attorney General to issue an unusually strong and unprecedented
warning about the bill’s potential to undermine the democratic checks and
balances of Israel’s broadcasting market.

Another example of this characteristic is the attempt to exert political
control over the regulation of audience ratings. A recent bill seeks to
require television channels to display their real-time viewership data
during peak viewing hours (Audience Data Disclosure Bill, 2024).
Beyond the problem of the “reality-televisionization” of viewing, the bill
seeks to flatten television viewing and diminish its value for freedom
of expression. This represents a new form of tele-populism emerging in
Israel against the backdrop of political disagreements between Channel 14
and the other channels regarding their relative influence and viewership
figures.

B.4 Political Involvement in Commercial Ownership Structures

Another central phenomenon that can be identified as a foundation
for potential political capture of the media is increasing political
involvement in the ownership structure of commercial media, including
the exploitation of market concentration and monopolistic ownership
structures to transform media into an instrument serving political actors.
This phenomenon has several dimensions.

In democracies undergoing democratic backsliding, there is a growing
tendency to pressure international corporations to exit domestic
media markets and cease providing services, with the aim of enabling
nationalization or encouraging domestic actors aligned with the
government to acquire media companies, as has occurred in Central and
Eastern Europe (Dragomir, 2019). Such democracies are also characterized
by cross-ownership structures, in which a single actor controls multiple
media outlets operating across different platforms (television, radio, print
media, and social media). In addition, close ties often develop between
media owners and political actors, while political leadership encourages
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business elites aligned with the governing party and its leaders to acquire
private media outlets in order to shape editorial coverage.

Research on the relationship between democratic backsliding and the
media has found that oligarchic control over commercial media markets
predicts the government’s direct takeover of the media at a later stage
(Marius, 2019; Stétka, 2015). This does not involve a specific policy
measure or legislative initiative that would lead to a direct and immediate
governmental takeover. Rather, it is generally a gradual, long-term
process in which the ownership structure of commercial media is reshaped
in ways that align with the government’s interests and ideology. This
process unfolds through cumulative “soft” influence, as the government
gradually strengthens its informal hold over major commercial platforms,
with particular emphasis on news channels.

Hungary is frequently cited in the literature as a case study of this
process. Beginning in 2002, increasing political involvement in media
ownership structures preceded more direct governmental control over
both public and commercial media. Even prior to the second Fidesz
administration (2010), its leader Viktor Orban promoted a “conservative
media” ecosystem based on the assumption that legacy media served
the opposition. A first step in this direction involved linking commercial
media ownership to the party, including by encouraging politically
affiliated actors to acquire media groups from international corporations.

A notable example is the takeover of Hir TV by Lajos Simicska, a
close associate of Orban, in 2004, transforming it into a media arm of
Fidesz and later into a channel regularly associated with propaganda
and disinformation. Subsequently, the media council established by
Fidesz blocked the merger between two major foreign-owned newspaper
publishers, Axel Springer and Ringier, forcing the sale of significant
assets and opening the market to investors aligned with Fidesz. A similar
move occurred in 2017, when the council blocked the merger between
Magyar RTL Televizié Zrt and Central Digital Média Kft in order to limit

RTL’s digital expansion. These interventions reshaped the structure of the
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media market and strengthened pro-government media actors (Benedek,
2024; Nemeth, 2025, p. 9; Rahmani, 2025).

In Israel as well, concentrated ownership in the commercial media
has been a complex issue for many years, long before the emergence of
the current anti-democratic threat. The structure of the media landscape
creates conditions that enable democratic backsliding in the media market
and may even intensify it. As is well known, media concentration is
commonly analyzed from various perspectives, including by examining
the control exercised by a single dominant actor over multiple media
outlets operating across parallel platforms—broadcasting, the print press,
and the internet (Ben-David et al., 2025, pp. 31-33; Barhum, 2026).
However, research indicates that Israel’s broadcasting market exhibits
a medium-to-high degree of concentration, whether the markets are
examined separately or as a whole (Ben-David et al., 2025, pp. 35-38).

Local examples of concentrated ownership in the Israeli context include
the influence of Israel Hayom on the print media market and its entry into
the Israeli market through foreign financing provided by a figure closely
associated with the political right; political involvement in proposals to
acquire stakes in commercial channels and in the ownership structures
of new channels, such as Channel 14 and regional radio; and preferential
treatment by the government toward a limited number of media outlets,
indicating governmental support for them on the basis of their prevailing
editorial line. With regard to ownership structures, capital-government
relations in Israel predate the emergence of democratic backsliding.

In Israel, political involvement in media ownership structures and
in journalistic coverage itself has also been addressed in recent years
through criminal law, after regulatory and administrative tools failed to
adequately address the phenomenon. Since 2016, criminal proceedings
have been ongoing against the prime minister, a substantial part of which
concerns allegations of biased coverage on two major commercial media
platforms (“Case 2000 and “Case 4000”). This affair reflects an attempt

by the law-enforcement system to address, through criminal proceedings,
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issues involving regulatory benefits in exchange for biased coverage, as
well as efforts to control the print media market against the backdrop of
a struggle between Yedioth Ahronoth and Israel Hayom, the two leading
newspapers in Israel.

B.5 Regulatory Capture

Democratic backsliding in the media is also characterized by the
politicization of oversight bodies—attempts to capture independent state
agencies and regulatory bodies in ways that increase political control over
them at the expense of the professionalism and independence traditionally
associated with them. Alongside public broadcasting, which is often
relatively susceptible to governmental influence, as demonstrated above,
in a democracy undergoing backsliding we would expect capture to
extend to oversight bodies that the legislature has explicitly or implicitly
distinguished from the political echelon. Unlike public broadcasting,
these bodies oversee content production or regulate media platforms.

In Israel, recent representative cases include attempts by the Minister
of Communications to increase his control over the Israeli Public
Broadcasting Corporation’s Council (Israeli Public Broadcasting Bill,
2025); to appoint a director general to his ministry while emphasizing and
privileging the appointee’s ideological position over formal eligibility
requirements; and to control appointments to the Second Authority for
Television and Radio Council, including the appointment of unequivocal
government supporters to senior positions within the regulatory authority.
Another example is the expressed desire to control the appointment of the
commander of Galei Tzahal—a media outlet controlled by the IDF—a
desire that has characterized successive Israeli governments over the
years.

If media corporations are expected to operate independently, measures
of this kind appear to indicate an aspiration to increase governmental
control over appointments to key positions in the media market, while
abandoning professional considerations and promoting positions that do

Media and Democratic Backsliding: A Multidimensional Conceptual Analysis Nadiv Mordechay and Sagiv Barhum 'a

2028 26 177 I



not regard regulatory independence as the central value guiding policy.
An aspiration to control the media market is also evident in systematic
measures that affect its structure and, within it, the structure of the
bodies that comprise it. One such measure is a bill introduced in early
2025 under which the government would replace the appointments
committee responsible for selecting the members of the Israeli Public
Broadcasting Corporation’s Council. In other words, the government,
upon the recommendation of the Minister of Communications, would be
responsible for appointing the Council’s members. As a result, the Council
of the Israeli Public Broadcasting Corporation—which is responsible
for determining policy, procedures, the budget, and the appointment of
the director general—would become subject to the considerations of the
minister recommending candidates to the government.

In democracies undergoing backsliding, increased politicization
of the media itself or of the bodies responsible for overseeing it is
accompanied by governmental claims regarding the need for greater
diversity and pluralism among media platforms. A discourse of diversity
is characteristic of arguments advanced by the political right in public
debate and is prevalent in many Eastern European countries. In Israel, the
prime minister himself has advanced this discourse, defending himself
during his trial with arguments that his alleged involvement in the media
was intended to increase diversity in a market that, in his view, had for
decades been characterized by uniformity and even by expressions of
personal hostility toward him and his family members. There is nothing
inherently undemocratic about the aspiration for media pluralism. An
examination of the history of the Isracli media, at least until the early
1990s, suggests that such an aspiration has merit. However, research
in this field (for example, on the legislative origins of the Israeli Public
Broadcasting Corporation) indicates that claims concerning “diversity” do
not, in practice, promote pluralism, but rather serve governments engaged
in democratic backsliding as a means of pursuing narrow and immediate
political objectives (Yadlin & Klein-Shagrir, 2024). In most cases, claims
of a lack of diversity in the media serve as a gateway to political or
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quasi-political appointments of ideologically uniform candidates aligned
with the government.

B.6 Steering of Public Funding

Another mechanism for biasing media systems in favor of the government
is the channeling of state advertising resources. The government is a major
actor in the advertising market, financing a wide range of publications,
from official notices to government campaigns conducted by various
state authorities. The state channels budgets, which in principle should
be distributed equitably, into various forms of government advertising.
These budgets are sometimes a significant source of revenue for media
outlets. This governmental leverage is particularly consequential in the
print media market, which faces structural challenges in its funding
model and often depends on revenue from government advertising. When
the government seeks to disadvantage certain actors in the media market,
it may allocate advertising resources unevenly, favoring supportive
platforms and, at times, explicitly discriminating against critical or
non-aligned outlets.

This process may manifest through several patterns of governmental
conduct, varying in severity. At an initial stage, public discourse may
link public funding—of media resources and of state resources more
broadly—to the expectation that “the right” opinions be expressed, such
as by refraining from criticizing national values and institutions. A similar
phenomenon can be observed in the cultural sector, where attempts are
made to withdraw funding from critical platforms. Another manifestation
is the selective allocation of advertising resources. A more severe form
of selective governmental treatment involves an active—and in some
cases explicitly declared—preference for directing advertising resources
exclusively to certain channels and toward supportive platforms. A further
stage involves blunt political calls to boycott specific media outlets
altogether and to prohibit state institutions from engaging with them,
including by canceling subscriptions, withdrawing mandatory public
notices such as tenders, and ceasing government advertising.
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In Hungary, the use of public budgets has become a routine instrument
for favoring supportive platforms. The National Communications Office,
established in October 2015, is responsible for planning, formulating,
and disseminating government messaging through media campaigns
(Benedek, 2024, p. 475). Another body, NKOH, has since 2014 centralized
the coordination of advertising contracts and media engagements of public
institutions, including agreements with advertising agencies. Independent
reports indicate that substantial sums of government advertising are
directed annually to media outlets with close ties to the government,
creating indirect political influence over the market. For example, in
2018, TV2—a government-aligned channel—received approximately
67% of state television advertising budgets, whereas the independent
RTL Klub received approximately 1% (Commissioner for Human Rights,
2021, p. 5).

In Israel, a prominent recent example of an advertising boycott is
an official Cabinet Resolution to withdraw the advertising resources
of various government ministries from the newspaper Haaretz and to
boycott it altogether. This followed statements made by the publisher
of Haaretz regarding the Swords of Iron war. This is an example of a
particularly overt and publicly declared governmental boycott, although
such measures are more commonly implemented through administrative
decisions that prioritize advertising on supportive platforms over the
equitable and diverse distribution of advertising resources. In this context,
another relevant development is the attempt to increase political control
over the Government Advertising Bureau and to channel advertising

resources in a politically biased and unequal manner.

B.7 Normalization of Political Extremism on Mainstream Platforms

Another process closely associated with manifestations of democratic
backsliding in the media arises from the incentive structure of commercial
media itself, which can fuel the radicalization of the political sphere
(Szabé et al., 2018). This process has been characterized in the literature
as the “normalization” of parties and elected officials belonging to the far
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right (and, in other countries, the far left) within commercial broadcast

media, particularly television and radio news outlets.

The normalization of extreme political positions involves ongoing
sociopolitical changes through which political positions once regarded as
extreme increasingly come to be perceived as normal and uncontroversial
components of public discourse (Ekstrom et al., 2020, p. 469). This
process of normalization, also referred to as “mainstreaming,” begins
within the political and party sphere, through the inclusion and integration
of extremist parties into the democratic institutions of the state (Ekstrém
et al., 2020, p. 470), often for narrow political considerations. This
process is subsequently normalized within and through the media. Thus, a
crucial stage in this process is political and precedes media involvement.
It entails legitimizing extreme positions and blurring the ideological
boundaries between political actors from the center and those at the
political extremes.

Following political normalization, the media and press play a vital
role in accelerating the process by providing extensive exposure to
extreme positions and legitimizing them. In many countries experiencing
democratic backsliding, the media becomes the primary intermediary
through which extremist positions reach the public, thereby contributing
to their normalization. Such mediation often stems from an excessive
adherence to the notion that the media should serve as a pluralistic and
diverse platform, requiring a simplistic balancing of opposing views
without carefully examining the substance of those views (Ekstrom et al.,
2020, p. 470).

Similarly, the tendency to provide sustained exposure to extreme
positions is underpinned by a clear commercial consideration. First, when
an extremist leader has secured the voters’ trust, one rationale for giving
that leader a media platform is the desire to attract the attention of his or
her supporters—and this rationale is certainly grounded in democratic
considerations. Second, extreme positions, many of which are simplistic,

provocative, and sensationalist, generate interest and therefore attract
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larger audiences than conventional positions (Karniel, 2025). Indeed, the
routine and uncritical inclusion of public figures representing extreme
positions in interviews, news coverage, and reporting on current events
confers symbolic recognition on their views and grants them elevated
status within the political landscape.

This process is not typical only of platforms aligned with the
government, but of media outlets across the political spectrum. Although
different platforms purport to provide a forum for diverse voices and
to derive financial returns from doing so, the direct consequence of
frequent representations of extreme positions is to entrench them at the
center of public discourse as ordinary and conventional positions. The
participation of extremist figures in live interviews and the provision of
disproportionate exposure to their views on issues such as immigration
or security normalize them by presenting them as consensus figures
responding to current events from a distinctive and extreme perspective—
one that is portrayed as necessary for the public to hear.

Indeed, when the individual in question is a senior elected public
official, it is important that he or she be held accountable to the public for
his or her policies, and an “empty chair” policy is highly problematic in
this respect. However, providing disproportionate exposure to the public
figure’s extreme views, as well as adopting a restrained approach toward
those views—for example, out of concern that the media outlet might
be boycotted—produces the opposite effect: it incorrectly places extreme
positions within the category of legitimate and widely held views in the
public sphere. Experimental studies conducted in the United Kingdom
and Australia show that exposure to such interviews, particularly with
far-right activists, increases audience agreement with extreme statements
and significantly strengthens the belief that such views enjoy broad
support among the population (Bolet & Foos, 2025, pp. 1, 3).

This process is further intensified, both in Israel and globally, by
elected officials holding extreme views who leverage the virality of

social media. This dynamic reduces the ability of established media to
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ignore such positions and may even compel them to adopt them, out of
concern that they will lose their relevance. The normalization of extreme
politics stems from the incentive structure of commercial media, which
operates in a competitive environment characterized by competition
for advertising resources, thereby contributing to the emergence of
tele-populism. In such a context, sensationalist candidates who embody
a rejection of social and political norms gain an advantage. This places
media platforms in a dilemma between the desire to avoid providing
exposure to sensationalism and the potential economic gains associated
with such exposure. This process reflects a shift from viewing journalism
as exposing threats to democracy toward a conception of journalism that
reflects, reinforces, and adapts to an existing reality.

Acrepresentative Israeli example of normalization of political extremism
in the media is the coverage of Itamar Ben-Gvir, who later became
Minister of National Security. In earlier years, Ben-Gvir was portrayed as
a fringe figure with highly marginal views, to the extent that the press’s
overt and widespread aversion to his positions was readily apparent.
When he was covered, particular aspects of his past were highlighted,
including his criminal convictions and his Kahanist views. Discussion of
his persona and actions was not an integral part of the central issues on the
public agenda, but rather served to mark him as representing the radical
end of the political spectrum.

Over time, as part of a broader trend that spread throughout Israeli
public life (Zonszein, 2024) and the country’s media, Ben-Gvir, alongside
other extremist candidates, began to receive greater media exposure. This
increasingly positioned him as a legitimate, and eventually central, figure
in journalistic coverage. As he accumulated political power, he was no
longer presented primarily as a provocative politician, but became aregular
interviewee across the media. Indeed, the extensive powers he holds as
Minister of National Security make it necessary for the media to give
voice to his views as part of the public debate. Nevertheless, the change
in the media’s treatment of him over the years reflects, in its outcome, a

broader phenomenon: the normalization of what was once regarded as
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“extreme” and its transformation into part of the “mainstream” in today’s
leading media channels.

The literature has not yet reached a definitive conclusion regarding how
normalization processes unfold in the media—for example, whether they
develop from the bottom up, in response to audience demand, or from
the top down, shaped by interactions between political and media elites.
Nevertheless, there is broad consensus that this process facilitates the
erosion and even the breakdown of fundamental and broadly accepted
political norms associated with the political center, as extremist parties
and their candidates are increasingly normalized in the public sphere.

B.8 Attitudes Toward Journalists: From State Violence to a Culture
of Self-Censorship

Another pattern characteristic of countries experiencing democratic
backsliding is a change in the government’s treatment of journalists who
criticize it. Such countries are characterized by restrictions on freedom
of expression and the space for liberal public discourse. Among other
things, governments exercise state power against the media, investigative
journalism, and the critical and democratic discourse generated by the
media. In countries where democratic backsliding has been a long-standing
process—as in Russia, Turkey, and Hungary—this may manifest in the
closure of media outlets and even in the use of state violence against
journalists. Such measures may include direct pressure to have journalists
dismissed, criminal prosecution, and, in more severe cases, physical
violence against journalists, as occurs under dictatorships.

In the Israeli context, particularly troubling findings include reports by
51 journalists, female journalists, and photojournalists of 35 incidents
of violence in 2024, in which they experienced 68 acts of violence
perpetrated by both civilians and police officers. Notably, the number
of incidents involving physical violence—including beatings, pushing,
kicking, spitting, and the throwing of objects—exceeded the number
involving verbal violence alone (Ben-David et al., 2025, p. 59).
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For our purposes, however, cases in which this process has already
reached the point of political violence are less relevant than those in which
it is less advanced. In such countries, governments seek to undermine
the legitimacy and functioning of investigative and news journalism
through more subtle and sophisticated means, such as political attacks,
regulatory threats, and delegitimization efforts in public discourse.
Particularly relevant in this regard is the governmental effort to restrict the
independence of the media and its personnel as part of a broader process of
democratic backsliding. This is because a leader who seeks to undermine
the independence of the media will simultaneously seek to take control
of other institutions whose independence is necessary for their effective
functioning. Indeed, when a government weakens the independence of
the police, for example, and takes control of appointments within the
force, violence against journalists is likely to come, among other sources,
from police officers who have internalized the government’s message.
This dynamic has characterized the attack on press freedom in Israel in
recent years, as the number of incidents of violence against journalists
perpetrated by police officers in particular has increased (Ben-David et
al., 2025, pp. 60, 64).

The literature indicates that, unlike dictatorships, democracies
experiencing backsliding seek to preserve the appearance of an open public
sphere (Vaclav & Mihelj, 2004), while simultaneously developing norms
intended to weaken the press through threats, silencing, governmental
pressure, efforts to shape public consciousness, and other means. These,
in turn, lead to self-censorship, whereby journalists adopt unwritten rules
that discourage them from providing critical and challenging coverage
of the government. Thus, journalism that internalizes the threatening
message conveyed by the government will tend to refrain from challenging
government policy, discontinue political investigative reporting, and
marginalize sharp or critical opinions (Panievsky, 2022). Instead, it will
focus on anticipating what the government wants journalistic coverage to
yield and which issues the government would prefer journalists to avoid.
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Fear of lawsuits intended to silence journalists is another factor
underlying self-censorship. In recent years, evidence from Israel indicates
that the government has encouraged this practice. Many elected officials
file lawsuits against journalists who expose misconduct on their part in
the course of their public duties, or encourage others to bring such suits
against them. A prominent example is a private fund established by the
Minister of Economy and Industry, Nir Barkat, for the purpose of financing
lawsuits against Channel 12 News. The initiative followed an extensive
investigative report critical of the minister’s conduct and appears to have
been prompted by it. Even when a civil lawsuit brought by an elected
official is without merit, it requires journalists to devote resources to
defending themselves rather than pursuing further investigations. It is
worth noting that between 2008 and 2024, at least one-third of defamation
suits against journalists were at least partially upheld, a finding that
indicates the need for the press to exercise particular care in its reporting.
Nevertheless, half of these suits were dismissed or struck out, pointing
to the relative ease with which legal proceedings can be used to deter
journalists (Ben-David et al., 2025, pp. 70-71).

Naturally, developments of this kind may ultimately lead to
developments that go beyond self-censorship. As democratic backsliding
intensifies, far more severe measures may follow, including the closure of
media outlets. For example, in 2020, Hungary’s Media Council revoked
the license of Klubradio, the country’s largest independent radio station.
The station, which had been one of the last platforms for broadcasting
opposition voices, was forced to cease broadcasting in 2021 after a
Budapest court upheld the Council’s decision. Although the official
justification for revoking the license was regulatory violations, human
rights organizations and international oversight bodies argued that the
measure was politically motivated and formed part of a long-standing
effort to restrict critical space in the media. The closure of Klubradié
was viewed, both in Hungary and internationally, as a further sign of the
erosion of press freedom and the deepening assault on media pluralism in
the country (McNeill & Valentine, 2024).
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In Israel, research indicates that a culture of self-censorship has
developed among journalists, particularly in the news sector, in response
to the delegitimization of the media promoted by the government
(Panievsky, 2022). From a legal perspective, Israeli law contains no
statute specifically protecting the work of journalists. For example, there
is no law providing for enhanced criminal penalties when the victim of
an assault is a journalist, whether the assault occurs in the course of the
journalist’s work or outside it. Proposals to introduce such provisions
have not advanced (Barhum, 2026).

B.9 Political Circumvention of Legacy Media Through Social Media

A substantial body of research has examined the relationship between
the rise of social media, social polarization, and broader negative effects
on democratic systems. A comprehensive discussion of this literature is
beyond the scope of this analysis. Nevertheless, this relationship has a
significant impact on democratic backsliding from multiple perspectives
and is also reflected in the manifestations discussed above. The various
dimensions of social media are relevant here primarily because they can
accelerate the processes of democratic backsliding described above.

Research indicates that in countries experiencing democratic
backsliding—such as the United States, the United Kingdom, Hungary,
Brazil, India, and Israel, to varying degrees—governments tend to exhibit
distinct patterns of social media use aimed at weakening legacy media
platforms. Populist leaders direct most of their efforts to influencing
public opinion through social media, communicating directly with their
supporters while distinguishing them from audiences that oppose them.
This conduct intensifies polarization and, above all, enables such leaders
to bypass legacy media or engage with it selectively. In many cases, these
leaders express skepticism toward legacy media, question its output, and
undermine the legitimacy of that output.

Various statements by political leaders are based on the reality
that emerges from social media, rather than on the reality reflected in
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established journalistic coverage. This configuration of flexible or
alternative realities makes it easier for political actors to operate without
having to confront the factual basis of objective reality or journalistic
criticism of their conduct. Moreover, the toxic discourse prevalent on
social media provides fertile ground for populist leaders. Against the
backdrop of the increasingly radicalized discourse on these platforms,
leaders can disseminate misinformation, amplify conspiracy theories, and
attack their opponents, including journalists. Such treatment of journalists
is intended to deter them from carrying out their professional duties
(Ben-David et al., 2025, pp. 79-81).

From another perspective, this pattern shifts the news cycle and the
focus of media coverage toward social media discourse, such that the
agenda of legacy media platforms is set by messages disseminated by
political actors on social media. At a time when journalistic identity itselfis
becoming fluid, under the influence of social media and the inherent need
of legacy media platforms to compete in the social media environment,
the boundaries between reporters and commentators, between journalists
and the subjects of their coverage and interviewees representing particular
interests, and between what takes place on social media and independent,
fact-based reporting are becoming increasingly blurred (Barhum, 2026).

From a broader perspective, the relationship between the Donald Trump
administration and social media platforms in the United States provides
an illustrative example. This relationship exemplifies governmental
preference for certain platforms—in this case, X and the dedicated
platform Truth Social, which is owned by Trump himself—over other
platforms, particularly when close ties exist between platform owners and
the administration. This relationship is intended to serve the interests of
both sides. In Israel, the government has for some time pursued an overt
policy of exclusion toward major television and radio channels. Political
actors refuse to appear on prominent media outlets and even publicly
declare this policy, apparently with the aim of mobilizing their supporters
and encouraging them to refrain from watching the boycotted channels.
The Prime Minister has been a leading proponent of this policy, allocating
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his media appearances in a manner that disregards legacy media and
favors supportive and non-critical platforms, including social media and
Channel 14.

C. Security, Media, and Democracy - A Distinctive Feature of
the Israeli Case

Following the presentation of the general typology of democratic
backsliding in the media, we turn to a distinctive feature of the Israeli
case: the relationship between media and security.

In scholarship on democratic backsliding and constitutional law,
the exploitation of emergency situations by governments seeking to
expand their powers is a recognized issue. A key indicator of democratic
backsliding in the media is a government’s attempt to use war, and the
state of emergency resulting from it, to undermine media independence.
This phenomenon is not unique to the media sector; research has shown
that complex security situations can serve as a basis for governments

engaged in democratic backsliding to curtail democratic principles.

In Israel, national security lies at the heart of both social and
constitutional identity and may itself intensify threats to democratic
resilience. In our view, the security context also serves as a significant
catalyst for democratic backsliding in the media. We will examine two
principal factors underlying this dynamic: the conduct of the media during
wartime and the conduct of the government. We argue that these factors
have significantly shaped the Israecli media landscape during the Swords
of Iron War and the military confrontations with Iran, thereby making
Israel a distinctive case study in which the democratic crisis is shaped and
redefined in the context of high-intensity warfare.

C.1 Internal Factor: The Ethos of Security Coverage

One factor accelerating democratic backsliding in the Israeli media
in the context of security is the sustained and complex relationship
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between media outlets and the military. This relationship is particularly
pronounced in the context of prolonged warfare, during which it may
exert a substantial influence on political culture and serve broader trends
of democratic backsliding.

The literature identifies Israel as a distinctive example of what has been
termed “security populism” (Levi & Agmon, 2020), that is, populism
centered on relations between Jews and Arabs and between Israelis
and the state’s enemies. In other democracies experiencing democratic
backsliding, exclusionary populism can be identified around issues of
nationality, class, immigration, or religion. A culture of media alignment
with the national effort during states of emergency raises questions with
direct implications for the contraction of democratic space. Particularly
close ties between the media and military sources of information may
weaken the democratic climate, as they generally also serve the governing
ethos promoted by the government in terms of public consciousness.

The combination of growing government power with existing media
traditions and norms generates processes that facilitate democratic
backsliding. Following the outbreak of the Swords of Iron War, Israeli
media underwent a marked hardening of its outlook, manifested in what
may be described as a near-total “media rally around the flag” (Katz &
Liebes, 2009). The rules of journalistic practice changed almost overnight:
major media outlets, including journalists ordinarily associated with
journalistic independence and critical perspectives, adopted a uniform,
nationally aligned, and restrained discourse, ranging from complete
support for the government’s position to an almost complete avoidance
of substantive criticism.

This shift was initially understandable in light of the shocking events
of the October 7 massacre. In practice, however, it has persisted to this
day, without justification, reflection, or self-criticism, either within the
media or in the public sphere. Particularly notable has been the tendency
to adopt militaristic values far beyond those customary in routine military

coverage, to portray the war and the military echelon as immune from
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criticism, and to frame criticism as harmful to the national effort. In doing
so, the media reinforced norms of loyalty to the government, suspicion
toward public disagreement, and a significant narrowing of the space for
questioning. The result has been a pronounced erosion of core principles
of democratic journalism: independence, critical scrutiny, balance, and
the preservation of an open space for discussion. This has made wartime
coverage a troubling example of how states of emergency can accelerate
the adoption of media patterns that are fundamentally undemocratic, at
the expense of a public that needs free, responsible, and sober journalism
more than ever.

The relationship between media and security in Israel also provides an
example of the exploitation of unexpected macro-level events to reinforce
existing anti-democratic trends. In this context, an emergency event such
as the Swords of Iron War can be understood as an event that contributed
to the trends outlined above.

C.2 External Factor: Emergency Legislation

Government action itself also contributes to the erosion of the liberal
values that media independence is meant to safeguard. During the
Swords of Iron War, reliance on emergency legislation empowering the
government to shut down media platforms has increased. Under legislation
enacted during the war, the Minister of Communications was authorized
to suspend the broadcasts of a foreign channel, order the closure of its
offices within Israel, seize equipment used to transmit its content, and
remove its content from the internet.

Even if this legislation formally applies only in the context of the
Swords of Iron War, it may indicate a broader shift in the regulatory
model and raise questions regarding the boundaries of legitimate changes
to that model under emergency conditions. During the war, numerous
additional legislative and policy initiatives were introduced, addressing
governmental control over the media, restrictions on coverage, limitations

on journalists’ access, and various measures aimed at reducing scrutiny
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of governmental actions during wartime (Bill on Preventing Harm by a
Foreign Broadcasting Body to State Security, 2024).

Even without delving into the full implications of the legislation
enacted and the bills that were subsequently introduced, sanctions against
a foreign channel—including the suspension of its broadcasts—may
prevent the Israeli public, whom the legislature sought to protect, from
accessing a comprehensive picture of what is taking place during wartime.
The closure of foreign channels, a measure that may itself be legitimate
in certain extreme circumstances, was used by the government to further
delegitimize foreign media outlets. More significantly, this constitutes
an exercise of governmental power under emergency conditions, and the
current trend indicates that it may extend to the regulation of the Israeli
media as well. This is precisely how the literature describes situations
in which a state of emergency is used to increase governmental power
(Gross & Ni Aolain, 2006).

Gonclusion

This article has sought to identify several dimensions through which
the relationship between media and democratic backsliding can be
understood. This conceptual framework and mapping of the pathways
through which democratic backsliding unfolds deepen our theoretical and
institutional understanding of the characteristics of this process and are
intended to assist those seeking to study it.

The process described in this article does not end with the capture of the
media; rather, it generates a self-reinforcing feedback loop. The government
acts to erode media independence through the mechanisms outlined
above: delegitimization, biased regulation, control over ownership,
politicization of oversight bodies, and the channeling of resources. Once
a new institutional order emerges, in which the government exercises
heightened control over the media sphere, the media itself becomes an
instrument serving the political project and strengthening governmental
power. At this stage, the process extends beyond merely weakening
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criticism or narrowing pluralism. It involves the deliberate use of the
media to construct a new normative reality: cultivating particular political
narratives, normalizing positions previously regarded as extreme, and
framing anti-liberal conceptions as the “voice of the people.” Thus,
captured media is not merely a product of democratic backsliding in the
constitutional sphere and in the media itself; it subsequently becomes a
central driver of further backsliding, as it shapes public consciousness
in ways that continually legitimize the government and facilitate further
measures to concentrate power. The feedback loop is not incidental but
inherent to the process: the more successfully the government shapes the
media landscape and the way it operates, the greater its capacity to shape
public perceptions through the media; and the more the public is exposed
to this narrative, the greater the government’s ability to continue changing
the rules of the game in its favor and to entrench its hold on power over
time.

Alongside the conceptual framework for understanding democratic
backsliding in the media, the analysis yielded two principal conclusions.

The first conclusion is that it is necessary to examine not only deliberate
changes to public broadcasting, which currently lie at the center of public
discourse, but the media system as a whole, and in particular processes
taking place within the commercial media sector. Such a comprehensive
perspective makes it possible to anticipate the direction in which
democratic backsliding in the media is heading in different countries.
The panoramic picture outlined here enables Israel to be situated along
a multidimensional continuum of democratic backsliding. In this sense,
the article makes it possible to identify a general and multidimensional
process of democratic backsliding in the Israeli media, rather than
examining different segments of the media as if they were disconnected
from one another.

The second conclusion is that undemocratic characteristics of the
media identified in countries experiencing severe democratic backsliding

can also be identified in Israel. The points of convergence and similarity
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were examined throughout the article, alongside the observation that,
in the Israeli case, the security context serves as a central catalyst for
democratic backsliding in the media.

We hope that the typology presented in this article will enable
researchers to better situate and reassess the process unfolding in Israel,
as well as processes taking place in other countries.
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Appendix A

Assessment of the extent of media capture in Eastern European countries

according to four central indicators characterizing governmental capture

of the media market—in its broad sense, rather than limited to public

broadcasting (Dragomir, 2019):

Media capture in Central and Eastern Europe: an overview

Boznia &

Commercial
media capture

Regulatery capture Funding

Public media capture

Full control/decisions on mergers  Full contral: preferantial distribution, lack of Full eontrol- governance structures

Herzegovina  and acquisitions, licensing transparency. state: the largest advertiser High and funding
Bilials Full controlsaligned with the Full control: selective allocation of state H Fik] SRMOE G sy
g politizal pawer advertizing, lack of transparency igh g
Full controlsaligned with the Full control: governance structures
Croatia political power Felativety fair Medium and funding
Czech Full control/decisions on mergers Full control: lack of criteria and transparency over
I
Republic and acquisitions, licensing the state advertising resources High Partiak governance structures
Hu Full controlsaligned with the Full contral: totally discretionary decision-making, High Full contral: govemance structures
ngary political power the governmant is the largest advertiser and funding
- Full control- governance
Paland Under attask e CORTTOL Lack pf ransparsnoy ove ol lncation Medium strueturas, funding, editarial
ecisions decitions
Full control/algned with the Full control- governance struciures
Romania polilical poveer Full control: total lack of transparency Medium and funding
Serbla Full controlf/aligned with the Full control: preferential distribution, lack of Hi Full control: govemance structunes
political power transparency, state; the Iargest advertiser e and funding
v _ Full control: lack of transparency over allecation 7 Full control: political control of
Slavakia decisions e o, governance structures

Notes:

*

Dragomir proposes four dimensions for assessing the extent to which
a government has captured the media: capture of regulatory agencies;
government measures relating to funding; governmental capture of
commercial media; and capture of public broadcasting.

Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries provide prominent
examples of contexts in which media capture has occurred on a particularly
extensive scale over the past decade, as part of the broader phenomenon
of democratic backsliding.
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