City Research Online
City St George’s, University of London

ST GEORGE'S

UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

Citation: Mosca, L., Mikola, B., Paxton, F., Vlasie, C. & Mercea, D. (2026). How
movement parties contest democratic backsliding: evidence from Hungary and
Romania. Democratization, doi: 10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364

This is the published version of the paper.

This version of the publication may differ from the final published version. To cite
this item please consult the publisher's version.

Permanent repository link: https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/id/eprint/37377/

Link to published version: https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364

Copyright and Reuse: Copyright and Moral Rights remain with the author(s) and/or
copyright holders. Copies of full items can be used for personal research or study,
educational, or not-for-profit purposes without prior permission or charge, unless otherwise
indicated, provided that the authors, title and full bibliographic details are credited, a
hyperlink and/or URL is given for the original metadata page and the content is not changed
in any way. For full details of reuse please refer to City Research Online policy.

City Research Online: http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/ publications@citystgeorges.ac.uk



https://openaccess.city.ac.uk/policies.html
mailto:publications@citystgeorges.ac.uk
http://openaccess.city.ac.uk/

z
e
<
™~
5
O
S
=
)
=

£} Routledge

-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Special lssue: . .
Fity Years of the Democratization
Third Wave: From
Democratization to
De-demaocratization

edited by
Nadine Sika and
Balazs Szent-lvanyi

13 B
R fti

ISSN: 1351-0347 (Print) 1743-890X (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/fdem20

How movement parties contest democratic
backsliding: evidence from Hungary and Romania

Lorenzo Mosca, Balint Mikola, Fred Paxton, Claudiu Vlasie & Dan Mercea

To cite this article: Lorenzo Mosca, Balint Mikola, Fred Paxton, Claudiu Vlasie & Dan Mercea
(20 Apr 2026): How movement parties contest democratic backsliding: evidence from Hungary
and Romania, Democratization, DOI: 10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364

8 © 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

ﬁ Published online: 20 Apr 2026.

N\
[:J/ Submit your article to this journal &

A
& View related articles &'

View Crossmark data &'

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=fdem20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/fdem20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fdem20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fdem20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20%20Apr%202026
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20%20Apr%202026
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fdem20

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

DEMOCRATIZATION
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2026.2651364

RESEARCH ARTICLE 8 OPEN ACCESS

How movement parties contest democratic backsliding:
evidence from Hungary and Romania

39031LN0Y

Lorenzo Mosca ©2, Balint Mikola ®°, Fred Paxton ®¢, Claudiu Vlasie® and
Dan Mercea ©9¢

@University of Parma, Parma, Italy; bDemocracy Institute, Central European University, Budapest,
Hungary; “School of Social and Political Sciences, University of Glasgow, Glasgow, UK; “Faculty of
Political, Administrative and Communication Sciences, Babes-Bolyai University, Cluj Napoca,
Romania; “City St George’s, University of London, London, UK

ABSTRACT

Democratic backsliding is on the rise globally, prompting renewed attention to the
strategies through which democracies resist authoritarian encroachments. One form
of resistance involves the transition of protest movements into the electoral arena,
in the form of so-called “movement parties.” While widely studied in Western
Europe, this new party form has received little attention in Eastern European
countries where governing elites are fundamentally undermining democracy. This
article investigates two movement parties that have emerged in Central and
Eastern European countries experiencing democratic backsliding — Momentum in
Hungary and USR in Romania - and their impact on the quality of democracy.
Focusing on their interaction with media institutions — key arenas both for
contesting and enabling democratic erosion - the study draws on semi-structured
interviews with party representatives and journalists, party materials and press
coverage. The findings show that both parties challenged entrenched elites and
introduced new ethical standards, yet their ability to institutionalize democratic
gains and counter democratic erosion has been severely limited by media capture
and persistent power asymmetries. By analysing the interplay between movement
parties and traditional media institutions, the article offers new insights into the
constraints and possibilities for democratic innovation under hybrid and
democratically declining regimes.
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Introduction

Democratic backsliding is on the rise globally, prompting renewed attention to the
strategies through which democracies can resist authoritarian encroachments. When
such backsliding occurs under elected governments, opposition actors face an
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urgent question: how should they respond? One prominent strategy has been the for-
mation of broad opposition coalitions by existing parties'. Yet such coalitions often
face significant challenges, including co-ordination across ideological divides®, reputa-
tional baggage, and weak grassroots legitimacy. In this context, an alternative form of
resistance has emerged with the transition of protest movements into the electoral
arena, giving rise to so-called “movement parties.”

Movement parties are hybrid organizations that combine features of social move-
ments (such as informality, participatory practices, and unconventional forms of
action) with those of political parties operating within representative institutions.’
They are ideologically diverse, appearing on the right (e.g. the German AfD), the left
(e.g. the Spanish Podemos), “centrist” or in a “post-ideological” form (e.g. the Italian
Five Star Movement)’. Typically emerging in contexts of social and economic crisis,
their rise is closely associated with declining trust in parties and democratic institutions.
While this phenomenon has been extensively studied in Western European countries
with relatively high democratic quality’, it has received far less attention in Central
and Eastern Europe, including countries experiencing democratic backsliding.”

This article focuses on two movement parties that have emerged in such contexts -
Hungary and Romania - and assesses their relationship to the quality of democracy.
The entry of these countries into the European Union - Hungary in 2004 and
Romania in 2007 - was accompanied by concerns regarding the fragility of their demo-
cratic institutions, particularly with regard to the rule of law, media freedom, and elec-
toral competition. These concerns have intensified over time, as reflected in repeated
EU infringement procedures. Hungary has been challenged over issues of judicial inde-
pendence, media pluralism, and minority rights, culminating in a 2022 European Par-
liament resolution describing the country as an “electoral autocracy.”® While
Romania’s relationship with the EU has been less fraught, it has nonetheless involved
repeated warnings and sanctions. These include, in 2018, serious concerns raised by
the European Parliament and the Commission about jurisdictional and penal code
reforms that would undermine judicial independence.” In both cases, protest move-
ments emerged to resist democratic backsliding and subsequently entered the party
arena: Momentum, founded in Hungary in 2017, and Uniunea Salvati Romdnia
(USR, Save Romania Union), founded in Romania in 2016.

This article asks: what are the characteristics of the movement parties that have
emerged in Hungary and Romania in this period, and what is their relationship to
the evolving state of democracy? Its aim is to examine the relationship between the
emergence of these new parties and the quality of democracy in contexts of democratic
backsliding, with particular attention to the media environment as both a constraint
and an arena of contestation. By doing so, the article extends existing research on
movement parties beyond high-quality liberal democracies, and contributes to under-
standing how new political actors operate within hybrid or backsliding regimes — both
in opposition and, potentially, in government.

To address these questions, we develop a theoretical framework linking democratic
quality, media freedom, and movement parties. We argue that media freedom is a par-
ticularly relevant mediating factor that shapes the emergence and strategies of move-
ment parties. We then introduce our data and methods, before describing the state of
democracy and the media systems in Hungary and Romania, examining how their
recent evolution influenced the rise of movement parties. We then examine the percep-
tions and interactions between movement parties and key media actors, drawing on a
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qualitative analysis of interviews conducted with both sets of actors. The article con-
cludes by discussing the broader implications of these findings for the study of move-
ment parties under conditions of democratic decline.

The emergence of movement parties in contexts of democratic
backsliding and media capture

The emergence of movement parties can be understood not only as a reaction to econ-
omic crises and failing representational linkages,'® but also to broader processes of
democratic decline. Over the past two decades, many democracies experienced what
has been described as “democratic backsliding,” “de-democratization” or “democratic
subversion”"!, characterized by weakened checks and balances, reduced civil liberties,
curtailed media freedoms, and eroding trust in political institutions. In such contexts,
established parties are often perceived not as agents of democratic renewal but as com-
plicit in, or ineffective at resisting, its erosion. Practices such as corruption, clientelism,
and technocratic detachment further alienate political elites from citizens, particularly
those concerned with democratic developments, undermining the credibility of estab-
lished party alternatives.'?

One significant dimension of democratic erosion is the decline of media freedoms.
Media systems are a central pillar of liberal democracy, enabling public accountability,
pluralism, and electoral fairness, yet under conditions of democratic backsliding they
are frequently subject to political control. Governments may exert influence through
ownership structures, advertising pressure, regulatory capture, or politically aligned
oligarchic structures."? Such control reduces the capacity of the press to hold power
to account, limits opposition visibility, and distorts electoral competition, thereby
weakening both horizontal accountability and vertical responsiveness.

In response to declining democratic quality, protest movements often emerge as
vehicles for citizen discontent. These are typically driven by “critical citizens™: those
who are highly engaged and informed but deeply dissatisfied with the functioning of
democracy.'* While such movements often begin with extra-institutional action —
anti-corruption demonstrations, grassroots campaigns, or challenges to state abuses
- some eventually seek to institutionalize their demands by entering the electoral
arena. This transition produces hybrid organizations that straddle the boundary
between protest and representation, combining elements of social movements with
those of political parties."

Movement parties display a set of distinctive organizational and strategic features.'®
They typically combine protest and electoral strategies, present themselves as outsiders
to established party systems, and adopt relatively loose organizational structures that
emphasize participation and grassroots input. Many also experiment with digital
tools and participatory mechanisms to enhance internal democracy.'” These features
are not merely tactical but reflect a broader democratic ethos that contrasts with the
perceived elitism and opacity associated with established parties. These characteristics
reflect a broader democratic ethos that contrasts with the perceived elitism and opacity
of traditional parties. As a result, movement parties often frame their political project
not only in terms of elite replacement, but as an attempt to reconfigure democratic rep-
resentation itself, emphasizing transparency, inclusion, and bottom-up engagement.
To understand their aims and strategies, therefore, the communication practices of
movement parties are a crucial avenue of investigation.'®
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In contexts of low-quality democracy, the media environment constitutes both a
site of contestation and a structural constraint for movement parties. These actors
often define themselves in opposition to dominant media narratives and seek to
expose the role of media capture in sustaining undemocratic regimes. At the same
time, they face significant obstacles to gaining visibility and legitimacy in media
systems that may be monopolized, censored, or biased against political challengers.
Even in more pluralistic Western European contexts, movement parties often struggle
to secure fair coverage, especially during their formative stages.'” In Central and
Eastern Europe, these difficulties are compounded by concentrated media ownership,
partisan editorial lines, and the politicization of public broadcasters. For movement
parties seeking to restore democratic quality, engaging with the media thus becomes
a central challenge in pursuit of their ambitions. They must navigate a hostile infor-
mation environment while constructing alternative communication channels, often
relying on social media, citizen journalism, and grassroots networks to mobilize sup-
porters and bypass gatekeepers.

We argue that democratic decay and the rise of movement parties are linked
through a reciprocal relationship in which the media environment plays a pivotal
role. While declining democratic quality - particularly restrictions on media
freedom - creates conditions conducive to the emergence of movement parties,
these actors must also contend with existing media structures in pursuing their aims
of democratic renewal. Their organizational forms, participatory ethos, and communi-
cation strategies are thus shaped by, and respond to, the institutional and informa-
tional deficits of the environments in which they emerge.

Data and methods

The article adopts a comparative research design, focusing on two cases - Hungary and
Romania - where democratic backsliding is underway, albeit along distinct trajectories.
The case selection follows a most-different systems logic: while both countries are EU
member states that underwent post-communist transitions and face EU scrutiny over
rule-of-law issues, they differ substantially in the severity of democratic backsliding and
structures of media ownership. Within these contrasting contexts, we focus on two move-
ment parties that have emerged in the past decade: Momentum in Hungary (founded in
2017) and USR Romania (founded in 2016). Both parties fit the conceptual profile of
movement parties, combining activist origins and participatory practices with electoral
competition and institutional engagement. While USR’s period in opposition offers the
closest similarity with Momentum, its subsequent experience in government is also rel-
evant to our broader interest in how movement parties interact with media institutions
and pursue democratic renewal under conditions of democratic backsliding. This
design allows us to examine how movement parties operate under divergent institutional
and media conditions, while assessing the extent to which they encounter similar con-
straints in their efforts to contest democratic decline.

To analyse the relationship between movement parties and the media under con-
ditions of democratic backsliding, we conducted 18 semi-structured interviews: 10
with movement party representatives and 8 with journalists. In each country, five
movement party representatives and at least three journalists from major national
media outlets were interviewed. The sample included actors from traditional print
and broadcast media, as well as online platforms, aiming to reflect variation in editorial
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Table 1. Interviews.

Interviews

Movement party Movement party (MP) Traditional media (M)

Hungary Momentum 5 5
[HU_MP1 - HU_MP5] Blikk [HU_M1],
ATV [HU_M2],
Hvg.hu [HU_M3],
HU_M4]
Index [HU_M5]

Romania USR 5 3
[RO_MP1 - RO_MP5] Hotnews [RO_M1, RO_M3],
Adevarul [RO_M2]

N.B. Interviews are referenced in an abbreviated format of “country_Media/MovementParty_number”; for
example, “HU_MP_1".

stances. Interviewees were selected using purposive sampling, supplemented by snow-
ball techniques. Party interviewees were selected based on their roles in communi-
cations, campaigning, or public-facing positions, while media interviewees included
political editors, reporters, and senior journalists who had covered the movement
parties or engaged with them professionally. Interviews were conducted via videocon-
ferencing between 2022 and 2024, lasting between 45 minutes and 90 minutes,
recorded with consent, and anonymised. An overview of the interview sample is
shown in Table 1.

The interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis following an iterative
coding strategy that combined inductive and deductive approaches.”’ Transcripts
were coded in MAXQDA, with inductive coding used to identify recurring themes
and cross-case patterns, and deductive coding guided by theoretical expectations
about movement parties, media systems, and democratic backsliding. Codes were
organized into a set of overarching thematic categories: the party’s approach
towards the media; the approach of the media towards the party; distinctions
between different media institutions; the character of media - party relations; the
changes in these relations over time; the impact of the party and the media on democ-
racy. This coding structure allowed us to analyse how different actors interpret the
same relationship from distinct vantage points. Analysis proceeded within each
national case before moving to a comparative assessment across Hungary and
Romania, allowing us to identify both shared patterns and context-specific dynamics,
with particular attention paid to the influence of different media system characteristics
over the strategic behaviour of movement parties and the interpretive frameworks of
journalists. Throughout the empirical sections, interview excerpts are used to illustrate
key analytical claims and to ground our interpretations in the perspectives of both pol-
itical and media actors, demonstrating how respondents make sense of their roles,
evaluate democratic conditions, and describe their relationships with one another.'

The state of democracy and media freedoms in backsliding Eastern
Europe

To contextualize the emergence and strategic orientation of movement parties in
Hungary and Romania, we begin by analysing the broader political and media
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environments. This article addresses a relatively unexplored setting: the development
of movement parties under conditions of systematic democratic erosion and media
capture. Hungary and Romania are particularly suitable cases, having experienced pro-
nounced democratic backsliding in recent years, alongside declining trust in political
elites and established party systems. These conditions provide the backdrop against
which movement parties have emerged as challengers to the status quo. The section
traces the trajectories of democratic and media decline in each country, setting the
stage for the subsequent analysis of their implications for democratic quality.

Democratic backsliding and the media environment in Hungary

Hungary’s democratic trajectory has been notably volatile since the fall of communism
in 1989. After nearly two decades of liberal democratic consolidation, the rise of the
conservative Fidesz party marked a decisive shift. Following its two-thirds parliamen-
tary supermajority in 2010, Fidesz initiated sweeping institutional reforms which
transformed the country into an electoral autocracy.”” By 2023, Hungary ranked as
the lowest-performing democracy in the EU across major indices, with the V-Dem
Liberal Democracy Index declining from 0.77 in the early 2000s to 0.34 by 2022.**
Democratic backsliding has been driven primarily by institutional changes, including
reforms to the electoral system that increased majoritarian bias, constituency redis-
tricting favouring the governing party, and the obstruction of opposition-led referenda
through legal, administrative, and at times coercive means.**

Media capture has been a central pillar of this process. Fidesz’s efforts to control the
media began with the 2010 Media Act, which enabled party dominance over regulatory
authorities. Since then, the party has consolidated control through hostile media take-
overs, licencing manipulation, hindering mergers and acquisitions, and channelling
state advertising to supportive outlets.”” These interventions have contributed to the
emergence of an illiberal media system.*®

The most consequential move towards media capture occurred in 2018, when pro-
Fidesz oligarchs transferred ownership of more than 400 media outlets to a govern-
ment-aligned not-for-profit association called Central European Press and Media
Foundation (KESMA). This concentration brought most local and regional newspa-
pers, alongside a variety of sports, lifestyle and tabloid outlets which reach broad seg-
ments of the population, under government-aligned control. The merger was justified
by the government as a matter of “national interest,” exempting it from competition
oversight.

Media pluralism now varies sharply across sectors. Radio broadcasting is dominated
by pro-government outlets, with independent stations facing persistent licencing
obstacles. In contrast, commercial television remains somewhat pluralistic due to
the continued presence of the German-owned RTL group, which provides indepen-
dent news coverage. The online media space — while subject to political pressure as evi-
denced by the takeovers of Origo.hu (2015) and Index.hu (2020), and pressure on
24.hu - also remains relatively pluralistic. Independent online outlets are still widely
popular and have adapted by adopting subscription and crowdfunding models, allow-
ing them to maintain significant reach despite distortions of the advertising market.

Accordingly, Hungary’s media landscape remains somewhat diverse, especially
online, and experts generally differentiate between pro-government and independent
outlets, along with a third, in-between category characterized as “semi-independent.”””
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This latter category includes outlets that appeal to urban, educated constituencies
outside of the governing party’s electorate, while still receiving generous advertising
revenues from the state.”®

The first group - independent media outlets — operate primarily online, while facing
pressure. Examples include 24.hu, 444.hu, Partizdn, Telex.hu, and Valaszonline.hu.
These outlets maintain high journalistic standards, offer critical coverage across the
political spectrum, and appeal mainly to urban, educated audiences. Some legacy
print media like hvghu have transitioned successfully to digital formats. Despite
financial and political pressures, independent media are still the dominant news
source for Hungarian elites and therefore have a large potential influence over intellec-
tual debates and the views of educated citizens.

The second group - pro-government media - includes hundreds of outlets with
content strongly aligned with Fidesz narratives. The unofficial pro-government
media sphere, an immensely diverse group, can be categorized along three lines.
The first important pillar is public service media, which comprises a variety of TV
and radio channels, the most important of which is the TV channel M1. This has tra-
ditionally been a news source to most Hungarian families, and the successor of the only
TV channel that existed during the socialist era. Following Fidesz’s ascent to power in
2010, it became a government mouthpiece, giving airtime to opposition only when
legally mandated during election campaigns.”® The second pillar is represented by
the already mentioned KESMA network dominating regional and local markets and
often distributing identical front pages during elections and promoting simplified
messages — frequently framing opposition sympathizers as agents of war or disorder.
Finally, elite-oriented and specialized outlets include more refined publications like
Mandiner, Magyar Nemzet, and HirTV. Some business-focused sites such as econo-
mx.hu and vghu also belong to this category, subtly aligning with government
messaging.

The third group - semi-independent media - appears oppositional but is con-
strained in two crucial ways. First, many depend on state advertising, requiring
them to regularly disseminate “pro-government information campaigns” on topics
like immigration, the EU, and George Soros. Second, they often feature opposition
voices that are non-threatening to the status quo and publish news stories that embar-
rass opposition actors who pose a credible threat to the Fidesz-led government, includ-
ing Budapest’s mayor Gergely Karacsony and the newly emerged Tisza Party.’® Outlets
such as Index.hu and ATV typify this category, maintaining a delicate balance that
limits their oppositional impact.

Democratic backsliding and the media environment in Romania

Romania’s democracy, relatively consolidated following EU accession in 2007, has
faced growing challenges in recent years. Similar to developments in Hungary and else-
where in Eastern Europe, the country has exhibited symptoms of democratic backslid-
ing.’' Freedom House ranks Romania as only “partly free,” citing corruption and
political interference in both the media and judiciary. While V-Dem continues to clas-
sify Romania as a liberal democracy, it also records declines in judicial independence
and media autonomy.

Romania’s media landscape reflects the legacies of its post-communist transition.
The early post-1989 period was marked by pluralism and expanded freedom of
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expression, but more recent years have seen rising concerns about ownership concen-
tration, political interference, and declining journalistic standards. Romania’s mid-
dling position in the 2024 World Press Freedom Index (RSF 2024) captures this
tension between formal press freedom and mounting political-economic pressures.

A key driver of these dynamics has been the increasing dependence of media outlets
on state funding.’ This trend intensified following the COVID-19 pandemic, as many
local publications closed due to financial pressures while others adopted state-funded
business models, contributing to increasing homogeneity of opinions across major
outlets.”” Editorial independence is further undermined by weak legal protections
against arbitrary ownership changes and by constant political interference, including
opaque propaganda funding and the misuse of public resources to manipulate news
content.*

The Romanian media sector is divided between traditional outlets and an increas-
ingly influential digital sector.” Digitalization has enabled independent publications to
reach wider audiences, but it has also intensified competition with mainstream media
outlets and short-form content on platforms such as TikTok and Instagram. These
dynamics contribute to the perception of traditional journalism as outdated, particu-
larly among younger audiences,*® while also facilitating the spread of disinformation,
partisan narratives, and ethics scandals, particularly during electoral cycles.””*®

Media ownership in Romania is highly concentrated. A small group of politically
connected individuals and corporations - often referred to as ‘the press barons’ - con-
trols major outlets and uses them strategically to secure political influence and access
to decision-makers.” This occurs within a legislative framework that inadequately
addresses conflicts of interest resulting from undue commercial pressure and collusion
between media owners and political actors.*® As a result, trust in news media has
declined sharply: the Reuters Institute Digital News Report indicates that only 27
per cent of Romanians trust the news, placing Romania among the lowest-ranked
countries in the study.*'

While most Romanians now access news online, television remains widely popular
both as a source of news and entertainment.*” Four major companies - the CME
Group (owner of PROTV), Intact Media Group, Dogan Media, and RCS - account
for approximately 73 percent of the national television audience.*’ The first two, estab-
lished shortly after the fall of communism, dominate the market, attracting nearly one-
third of the national audience with generalist programming combining news, enter-
tainment, and investigative reporting.**

In the online news market, dominant actors include Ringier Romania, RCS/RDS,
PROTV and Adevirul.*® Ringier owns Libertatea, which commands the second
largest audience of any news outlet online, while Adevérul, founded in 1871,
remains a highly recognizable and influential news brand.** HotNews, founded in
1999 as one of Romania’s first exclusively online outlets, has also become a key
player.’

More recently, new players have emerged with greater apparent independence from
traditional media conglomerates and politically linked funding. G4Media, founded in
2018 by former journalists from large media companies, has rapidly gained promi-
nence for investigative journalism and political analysis, particularly on corruption
and governance. However, questions have been raised regarding the authenticity of
its engagement metrics.*®
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Finally, Romania’s media system exhibits limited ideological differentiation. As
Marincea argues®, it resembles an oligopoly primarily driven by the commercial inter-
ests of media moguls. Public funding plays an increasingly central role in electoral
campaigns: state allocations rised from €8 million a decade ago to €386 million in
recent years.” Investigations by the independent outlet Recorder exposed how the
Social Democratic Party (PSD) secured favourable coverage through small PR
agencies.”’ While certain outlets display identifiable partisan tendencies — such as
the Intact group’s relative proximity to PSD or DIGI and BITV’s support for right-
wing candidates — media coverage is ultimately shaped less by ideology than by
financial incentives.

The rise of movement parties in the context of democratic backsliding
Democratic backsliding and the rise of movement parties in Hungary

In response to the democratic erosion initiated during Fidesz’s first term following its
2010 electoral landslide, segments of Hungarian society mobilized through protests
and the rise of new political movements. While large demonstrations over internet
taxation (2014), education policy (2016), the expulsion of Central European University
(2017), labour laws (2018), and teacher wages (2022-2023) signalled resistance, most
failed to achieve lasting political results. The decline of trade unions, coupled with a
weak, fragmented opposition, limited the protests’” political impact, rendering them
isolated and short-lived events.’® In this context, opposition parties have faced
immense pressure to cooperate under Hungary’s increasingly majoritarian electoral
system. Early attempts at such coordination, such as a 2014 electoral alliance of left-
wing parties led by former Prime Minister Gordon Bajnai, however, failed to gain
traction.

Their failure coincided with the emergence of new parties advocating for the whole-
sale replacement of the political elite. This argument has initially been championed by
two movement parties that entered the Hungarian parliament in 2010, each embedded
in different protest networks: the radical right Jobbik and the centrist green party Poli-
tics Can Be Different (LMP).>> However, by the end of the 2010s, it became evident
that LMP did not have the mobilization potential to become a successful challenger
party, while Jobbik remained unpalatable to most moderate and left-wing voters due
to its extreme nationalist, militaristic, and anti-Semitic positions.>*

The fatigue of the voters of established opposition parties, along with the coming-
of-age of a cohort socialized after the democratic transition, created favourable con-
ditions for the emergence of Momentum, a new generational movement party
founded in 2017. The party’s first major success was the NOlimpia campaign, which
collected over 260,000 signatures to force a referendum on Budapest’s bid to host
the 2024 Olympics. Although the referendum was ultimately avoided by the govern-
ment’s withdrawal of the bid, the campaign marked a significant political victory for
Momentum and established its credibility as a challenger with serious organizational
and mobilization capacities.

Despite this early success, the party underperformed in the 2018 national elections,
receiving just 3.08% of the vote — below the threshold for parliamentary entry.
However, it rebounded in the 2019 European Parliament and municipal elections,
securing nearly 10% of the vote, 2 MEP seats, and four mayoral positions.
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Yet 2019 also marked a turning point in the party’s trajectory. Momentum’s invol-
vement in joint opposition primaries for the municipal elections brought it closer to
established parties it once sought to distinguish itself from.”> Perceptions of the
party shifted as it became part of the broader opposition bloc, including the Socialists
(MSZP), Democratic Coalition (DK), Greens (LMP, P), and even Jobbik. This eroded
its outsider status and weakened its generational appeal.

This process of convergence culminated in the 2022 general elections, where
Momentum joined a unified opposition list against Fidesz. The list’s poor perform-
ance, combined with the inclusion of candidates from established parties Momentum
had previously criticized (MSZP, DK), led to the resignation of its party founder and
chairman Andrés Fekete-Gy6r and triggered a prolonged identity crisis. Under the lea-
dership of Ferenc Gelencsér and former MEP Anna Donath, the party struggled to
regain its footing and reassert its identity and electoral relevance. Its declining popu-
larity became evident when it failed to return a single MEP in the 2024 European par-
liamentary elections.

Attempting a rebrand, Momentum, led by Marton Tompos, positioned itself as a
liberal “service provider” party focused on local governance and community issues.
However, the sudden rise of the Respect and Freedom Party (Tisza), led by former
Fidesz insider Péter Magyar, further sidelined Momentum, leading to the party’s with-
drawal from the 2026 general elections, and the resignation of Marton Tompos as party
leader. As of late 2025, Tisza was polling 5-10% ahead of Fidesz, while no party from
the 2022 “unified opposition” alliance would have cleared the parliamentary threshold
if elections were held during this period, with the possible exception of Democratic
Coalition (DK), which hovered around the 5% threshold.>®

Momentum’s offer to restore democratic quality

Despite its electoral setbacks, Momentum has played a notable role in efforts towards
democratic renewal in Hungary, particularly by highlighting issues like corruption and
rule-of-law violations. It has done this through shaping public discourse and policy
proposals, contributing to the increased media salience of these issues, as well as by
activities in the European Parliament (2019-2024), where its MEPs were especially
active in negotiations regarding the rule-of-law conditionality mechanism of EU funds.

Momentum’s broader democratic agenda has involved protest mobilization, grass-
roots organizational development and participatory democratic practices. Concerning
protest, the party played a central role in organizing demonstrations on key national
issues — such as the expulsion of CEU (2017), a punitive labour code restriction
referred to as the “slave law” (2018), and the hostile takeover of previously market
leader independent online news site Index.hu (2020). These mobilisations reinforced
its activist image and helped to reinforce its appeal among young, urban and educated
voters. However, more recent demonstrations, such as a 2023 campaign against the
fencing of the Prime Minister’s office, failed to mobilize comparable levels of public
support.

Drawing lessons from Fidesz’s earlier success with local “civic circles” while in
opposition,”” Momentum tried to build a grassroots network through “local circles
of activism.” After the success of the NOlimpia campaign in 2017, and the European
Parliamentary elections in 2019, the party enjoyed rapid rates of membership growth,
and managed to secure strongholds in the countryside, too, such as the mayoralty of
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the mid-sized town Baja. However, the network it created remained disproportionately
concentrated in Budapest, both organizationally and in terms of its electorate.

Throughout the period, the party has consistently supported participatory democ-
racy. Its NOlimpia campaign showcased the power of referenda in an illiberal environ-
ment, where the governing party seeks to avoid holding consultations except for ones
that it initiates itself.>® It also championed the use of open primaries to select single-
member district candidates and the candidate for PM of the unified opposition in
2022 (along with small green party Dialogue - P), introducing online participation
mechanisms in Hungarian politics.” These efforts made political engagement more
accessible, especially for urban, educated youth.

Although Momentum has faced electoral disappointments and internal crises, its
efforts to defend democratic norms, expand political participation, and engage
young voters remain significant. It represents an example of how movement parties
can challenge illiberal regimes through a characteristic combination of civic activism,
digital innovation, and localized political engagement.

Momentum’s impact on democratic quality
Next, we turn to the perceived contribution made by the Hungarian movement party
to democratic quality, drawing on the perspectives of both party insiders and journal-
ists. As outlined above, Momentum emerged in an increasingly autocratised political
environment,” positioning itself as a challenger to the systemic democratic backslid-
ing orchestrated by the Fidesz government - particularly its capture of the media.
From the outset, the movement party sought to counter narratives propagated by
state-aligned media. The party’s campaign against Budapest’s Olympic bid (NOlimpia)
not only demonstrated its mobilizational capacity but also showcased its ability to
disrupt dominant media framing and gain visibility despite limited access to main-
stream broadcast platforms. In this light, both journalists and Momentum party
members consider NOlimpia a successful grassroots democratic action (HU_M2,
HU_M4, HU_MP4).

However, the broader impact of Momentum’s actions on the quality of democracy
and institutional change in the country is widely perceived as limited or, at best, mixed.

As outlined above, Momentum’s broader democratic agenda has involved protest
mobilization, organizational diffusion, and participatory democratic practices. The
party consistently championed the use of referenda, primaries, and online platforms
for internal decision-making. The 2021 opposition primaries,”’ held online, were
described by a former party leader as a “success story for the whole opposition and
Momentum,” and a “civilised, democratic, and effective institution for reconciling
interests” (HU_MP2). Yet several critical voices questioned whether such initiatives
truly translated into democratic renewal. One of Blikk’s journalists stated: “Momen-
tum gaining a representative in parliament or taking down cordons does not lead to
more freedom or independence for any institution” (HU_MI). Another journalist
even declared: “Momentum’s botched campaigns in 2018 and 2022 were damaging
to Hungarian democracy” (HU_M3). These assessments reflect a common concern:
that high-profile, symbolic actions had limited systemic effect as structural constraints
— especially Fidesz’s dominance - limit Momentum’s democratic influence. However,
while party members generally view Momentum’s initiatives as democratizing
(HU_MP4, HU_MP2), journalists question their real effectiveness or even consider
them as harmful and vulnerable to political backlash (HU_M3, HU_MP1).
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Crucially, Momentum’s activity extended beyond national boundaries through its
presence in the European Parliament. Between 2019 and 2024, its MEPs - Katalin
Cseh and Anna Donath - played a prominent role in raising awareness about demo-
cratic backsliding in Hungary. Momentum’s action in EU institutions is viewed posi-
tively within the party as a mechanism to counter domestic democratic decline.
According to a senior expert of the party, “Momentum’s MEPs have drawn attention
to the situation in Hungary and brought the voices of oppressed groups to the Euro-
pean Parliament, leading to increased awareness and potential impact on democracy”
(HU_MPI). These interventions were not merely symbolic: they helped catalyse
pressure on the European Commission to activate rule-of-law mechanisms and
encouraged broader European scrutiny of Hungary’s governance model.

This strategy aligns with Keck and Sikkink’s theory of the “boomerang effect,
whereby domestic actors, blocked from influencing their own state, appeal to inter-
national allies to exert pressure on domestic politics. Momentum, facing structural
exclusion from Hungary’s national media and political institutions, effectively mobi-
lized European institutions to amplify domestic grievances into transnational issues.

The party’s communication style has also drawn scrutiny. Interview data confirm
that Momentum’s engagement with independent and semi-independent media was
an important component of its intervention. While the party sought to maintain a
respectful relationship with journalists, controversial moments - such as the confron-
tation between former leader Andréas Fekete-Gyér and a journalist at pro-government
newspaper Origo - generated polarized responses. According to a party member:
“Some saw it as holding the journalist accountable and others found it inappropriate”
(HU_MPI1). In a more general reflection, a journalist from Hvg observed that
“Momentum’s media presence and some of their posts and videos are similar to
those of other parties” (HU_MP4), suggesting an erosion of distinctiveness. Further-
more, internal party figures in charge of communications expressed that “political
actions under Momentum’s communications directorate have not been unqualified
successes with the public or the press” (HU_MP3).

Moreover, the party’s media reception has also been affected by most of Momen-
tum’s politicians and independent journalists coming from culturally similar, urban
intellectual backgrounds. This has initially facilitated relations during the party’s
movement phase but turned into an obstacle as it became more institutionalized. As
a representative of Momentum puts it: “there’s such a thing in the Hungarian public
spirit, more precisely in the liberal public spirit, that it is bad to belong to any commu-
nity, so it’s cool to criticize everything, and especially if something becomes a bit insti-
tutionalized, or has been in parliament for two years, then it’s measured by a
completely different yardstick than if it were still a small renegade outsider party”
(HU_MPI1). Momentum’s narrow outreach beyond urban, educated audiences -
especially into the countryside - also curtailed its democratic influence. Though
intended as grassroots and participatory, critics noted that it remained “strongly Buda-
pest-centric.” Ultimately, both internal party actors and journalists note that the party
has struggled to maintain a recognizable and peculiar media identity. Journalists (and
even voices within the party) critiqued its superficial media strategy and limited
resonance.

Table 2 presents the principal areas of convergence and divergence among our
interviewees in their assessments of Momentum’s contribution to democratic
quality. Across all dimensions, party actors consistently express more favourable

»62
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Table 2. Summary of interviews with Hungarian journalists and Momentum party activists.

Topic Party members Journalists Summary
Media Impact ~ Media engagement is Media strategy seen as ineffective, Party overestimates
of respectful and strategic, indistinct, or superficial effectiveness;
Momentum but there is room for (HU_M3, HU_M4, HU_M5) journalists are critical.

Referenda and
primaries

European
Parliament
advocacy

Overall impact
on
democracy

improvement
(HU_MP3, HU_MP5)

Introduced democratic tools
enabling participation and
hope
(HU_MP2, HU_MP4)

EU presence helps counter
domestic repression.
MEPs raise awareness
internationally
(HU_MP1, HU_MP3)

Momentum contributes
through action,
representation, and
participation
(HU_MP1, HU_MP3,

May be symbolic only; not
impactful long term, possibly
even counterproductive
(HU_M3)

No explicit opposing view from
journalists.

At best, Momentum'’s contribution
is seen as mixed (HU_M4), but
most agree that it has no or little
measurable effect on democracy
(HU_M1, HU_M2)

Party sees innovation;
journalists see limits or
risks.

Consensus among party
members: journalists
are silent or neutral.

Party sees a positive
contribution;
journalists are
sceptical or dismissive.

HU_MP2)

evaluations than their media counterparts. While Momentum actors frequently high-
lighted the organization’s European-level advocacy as a meaningful counterweight to
domestic democratic erosion, journalists offer little recognition of such activities. Like-
wise, the party’s democratic innovations are enthusiastically endorsed by its members,
yet, are often met with scepticism or outright criticism by journalists. Lastly, while
party actors point to Momentum’s influence on the media landscape and public dis-
course, such an impact is minimized or denied by media professionals. As one Blikk
journalist concluded: “Momentum’s activist base and spectacular actions may have
changed people’s experience of democracy, but not the quality of democracy.”

Democratic backsliding and the rise of movement parties in Romania

Romania’s democratic erosion has been highlighted by recent research (Blackington
et al. 2024), which points to attacks on the independence of the judicial system and
escalating corruption as key issues shaping the country’s trajectory — and presenting
opportunities for new challenger parties. In 2015, following the deadly Clubul Colectiv
nightclub fire in Bucharest — widely perceived as the result of corruption and regulat-
ory failure — mass protests erupted, forcing the resignation of the government.®” Less
than six months later, even larger demonstrations arose to oppose Emergency Ordi-
nance 13 (OUGI13), which would have weakened anti-corruption legislation. These
protests, the largest protests since 1989, again culminated in the government’s
collapse.®

Beyond their immediate effects, the longer-term consequences of these mobilis-
ations included the birth of the #rezist movement and the first movement party in
Romania, USR. Originating as a civic initiative focused on urban governance in
Bucharest (“Uniunea Salvati Bucurestiul,” USB), the movement gradually institutiona-
lized into a national party capable of channelling protest demands into parliamentary
politics.®® Central to its anti-establishment appeal was a promise of political rejuvena-
tion, and the strengthening of anti-corruption efforts.*®
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Over time, however, confidence among protesters in the capacity of institutional
reform to deliver meaningful change declined. Disillusionment increasingly shifted
from dissatisfaction with particular governments to a broader scepticism toward the
post-communist political system itself. This sentiment was reinforced by persistently
low trust in political institutions and declining electoral participation.®’ Protest consti-
tuencies that initially supported reformist mobilization increasingly came to view
themselves as excluded from the benefits of post-accession growth and effective
public services, contributing to a broader sense of political marginalization.*®

This environment proved fertile for the rise of populist radical-right actors, who
promise a “reset” of the system through anti-establishment rhetoric, along with an
illiberal agenda that focuses on issues such as euroscepticism, sexual minorities’
rights, and immigration control.”” The most prominent beneficiary has been the Alli-
ance for the Union of Romanians (AUR), which has experienced a meteoric rise in
electoral support — from 9% in 2020 to 18.3% in 2024 - making it the country’s
second largest party. The peak of this surge came in November 2024 during the pre-
sidential election, when Cilin Georgescu, a candidate with ties to fascist guerilla
groups,”’ advanced to the second round despite minimal mainstream media exposure.
The subsequent cancellation of the runoft by the Constitutional Court, citing alleged
Russian interference, highlighted the fragility of Romania’s democratic institutions.”*

USR’s offer to restore democratic quality

USR emerged as a movement party explicitly positioning itself as an agent of demo-
cratic renewal in Romania. Founded in 2016 by future Romanian president, Nicusor
Dan, it used public demonstrations as a key vehicle for engaging the public on the per-
ennial issue plaguing post-1989 Romanian politics: corruption. The party steered a
course that circumvented entrenched ideological positions, presenting itself as an
actor rather defined by its “anti-system orientation.””* Its eclectic ideology — similar
to that of other European movement parties, most notably Italy’s Five Star Move-
ment’” - was characterized as “a mix between demands for full transparency, anti-cor-
ruption, economic liberalism and Eurofederalism.”’* This strategic ambiguity was
intended to distinguish USR from its mainstream rivals, while combined with tactical
electoral alliances, and broaden its appeal.

USR’s roots lay firmly outside the party system. Its leader, Nicusor Dan, and later
the party as a whole, gained prominence through civic activism and protest “against
illegalities and political abuses,” notably campaigns against corruption and political
abuse in Bucharest, organized through the NGO Salvati Bucurestiul, and opposition
to the Rosia Montani mining project.”” Forged through voluntarism and mobilization
rather than party fragmentation, USR sought to distinguish itself from established
parties by rejecting recycled elites and political opportunism. Nicusor Dan’s initial can-
didacy as an independent in the 2012 Bucharest mayoral election was positioned as an
outsider advocating greater transparency in public administration, who “formed the
party along similar lines.””®

The party’s strategic choice to eschew any clear ideological commitments other than
to good governance — free of corruption and waste in public spending - additionally
opened the door to the recruitment of new leaders, from outside of the political main-
stream.”” By foregrounding anti-corruption and the rule of law as issues on which
established elites had failed,”® USR challenged both the institutional and the organiz-
ational status-quo, presenting itself as a vehicle for improving democratic quality



DEMOCRATIZATION 15

through better governance and leadership renewal. His strategy proved electorally
effective in the party’s early years: in 2020 it came third in the parliamentary elections
and subsequently formed a minority government with the Liberal Party (PNL) and the
Democratic Union of Hungarians in Romania (UDMR).”?

However, internal tensions soon emerged. A leadership-driven move toward a
clearer centre-right ideological profile generated internal divisions and weakened the
party’s cohesion. By 2024, USR’s electoral support had fallen to roughly half of its
2020 level.*® Despite this decline, anti-corruption remained a salient issue for signifi-
cant segments of the electorate — particularly in large urban centres®' — and continued
to structure the party’s discourse.®”

USR’s experience in government further exposed the tensions inherent in its move-
ment party form. Its first period in office in 2021 lasted less than ten months and was
marked by conflict with coalition partners.®> While it was part of the government led
by the then leader of PNL (the Liberal Party), Florin Citu, its discourse and actions
were often at odds with those of the government.*® Disagreements culminated in
the party’s exit from government following its opposition to the dismissal of the
Justice Minister, who had refused to endorse a controversial infrastructure investment
programme on legal and ethical grounds.* As of early 2026, USR is part of a coalition
alongside PSD, PNL and UDMR, marshalled to hold oft the far-right AUR party. Once
again, USR governs alongside parties it initially defined itself against, while attempting
to preserve its anti-establishment and anti-corruption credentials in an effort to
recover the broader support it once commanded.

USR’s impact on democratic quality

Finally, we turn to the perceived impact of USR on democratic quality in Romania,
drawing on interviews with party representatives and journalists. As outlined above,
USR emerged as a civic-oriented political movement aiming to disrupt Romania’s
post-communist party system. Its commitment to transparency, participatory politics,
meritocratic governance, and anti-corruption resonated with a segment of the electo-
rate disillusioned by the practices of the dominant parties, PSD and PNL, and initially
generated heightened public expectations of political integrity. However, interviews
with both party representatives and media professionals point to substantial structural
and organizational constraints that have limited the party’s democratic impact.

Many interviewees — particularly those affiliated with the party — understood USR’s
most significant democratic contribution as normative and symbolic rather than sys-
temic and substantive. During its time in opposition, the party’s refusal to engage in
opaque media funding, its emphasis on policy over patronage, and its promotion of
“clean” candidate lists were repeatedly framed as a break with Romania’s clientelistic
traditions. In particular, the party’s “No Criminals in Public Office” campaign led to
revisions in the lists of candidates for elections, resulting in fewer people with criminal
records being included. According to a party’s MP, its appearance “was a shock to the
system ... USR’s presence has forced other parties to change and improve their
approach to democracy” (RO_MP2).

At the same time, respondents consistently emphasized that USR’s capacity to
translate these normative commitments into systemic change was curtailed by the
structure of Romania’s media environment. Journalists characterized the media
system as heavily shaped by state subsidies and partisan interests, limiting the space
available for challengers unwilling to participate in informal funding arrangement
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(RO_M2). According to one, “the press has ceased to be the watchdog of democracy
and is now a dog that enjoys the crumbs thrown by power” (RO_M3). USR’s refusal
to allocate public funds to media outlets — while ethically praised by some journalists
(RO_M1) - led to marginalization and, at times, overt hostility from mainstream
broadcasters and newspapers. Consequently, USR struggled to access neutral media
platforms and relied heavily on social media and informal networks to disseminate
its message, reinforcing its concentration among already sympathetic and digitally
connected audiences.

These external constraints were compounded by internal organizational weak-
nesses. The party faced difficulties in developing a coherent, long-term media strategy.
Its overreliance on a few national figures and the lack of coordination at the local level
led to inconsistent communication (RO_MP5). Moreover, internal conflicts and high-
profile departures provided fuel for critical media coverage and reinforced the percep-
tion of organizational fragility and communication deficit (RO_M3). Party figures
echoed this, admitting that: “The party’s media strategy is unclear and may not have
been effective” (RO_MP2). Other party members emphasized that USR “communi-
cated almost exclusively through Facebook and avoided direct confrontation with
certain media outlets” (RO_MP4). Bypassing traditional media is seen as a limitation
given that: “The party is creative and inspired in conveying its messages to the public
... it’s not enough to rely solely on social media,” and furthermore: “Politics is still
done in the streets, and USR PLUS needs to combine both online and offline
actions” (RO_M3).

The shift from activist movement to governing party proved difficult. While respon-
dents recognized that USR’s presence in cabinet politicized issues of transparency and
public investment, they also emphasized that the party struggled to convert its refor-
mist ambitions into systemic change. One insider described how “USR has become
more established and has taken on some of the practices of the system, losing its
anti-system party status” (RO_MP5). The need to negotiate within a complex coalition
environment and to compromise with long-standing political actors challenged its out-
sider identity, reducing the clarity of its democratic mission in the eyes of both journal-
ists and supporters. Moreover, USR’s participation in government did not substantially
improve its media visibility. Even when holding ministries, party representatives noted
that media coverage remained “hostile” and “USR representatives were no longer
invited to prime time shows” (RO_MP2). In this phase, the party’s institutional pos-
ition did little to ameliorate the structural disadvantages it faced in the media
system. Instead, internal conflicts and leadership instability during and after its time
in office further dampened perceptions of the party’s capacity to deliver democratic
renewal.

Across both opposition and government phases, respondents converged on an
ambivalent assessment of USR’s democratic impact. The party is widely recognized
as a symbolic disruptor that introduced new expectations regarding political ethics,
candidate integrity, and transparent governance. Yet its capacity to institutionalize
these values and sustain momentum has remained limited. As party representatives
observed, USR contributed to “bringing public demands and developing a system of
criticism of government decisions” (RO_MP1), yet while “the party has produced
some breaches, it has not necessarily managed to bring about systemic change”
(RO_MP3). In the absence of sustained access to major media platforms and amid
internal volatility, USR’s role as a lasting democratic innovator remains uncertain.
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Table 3. Summary of interviews with Romanian journalists and USR party activists.

Topic Party members Journalists Summary
Democratic USR introduced Admired dissociation from USR’s stance on clean
virtues transparency and systemic use of public governance is respected
ethical standards money to buy favourable across both camps.
(RO_MP2, RO_MP1) media coverage
(RO_M1)
Effectiveness of Strategy lacked Unclear messaging General consensus is that the
media strategy coherence; (RO_M3) media strategy is a structural
overreliance on weakness for the party.
Facebook
(RO_MP4, RO_MP2)
Organizational Struggled with Factionalism and scandals Both groups view internal
coherence leadership, internal were detrimental organization as a major
conflict, lack of (RO_M3) vulnerability limiting the
coordination party’s democratic potential.

(RO_MP5, RO_MP4)
Overall impact on  USR has promoted clean  Only partial recognition of ~ While both sides credit the

democracy governance and symbolic value (RO_M3) party’s intentions, journalists’
pressured old parties doubts remain about long-
to adapt term impact.
(RO_MP2, RO_MP1,
RO_MP3)

Table 3 summarizes these divergent evaluations of USR’s contribution to demo-
cratic quality in Romania. As in the Hungarian case, party members consistently
express a more positive evaluation than journalists. USR’s emphasis on political
ethics, transparency, and clean governance is strongly endorsed by its representatives,
who view the party as a corrective force within Romania’s clientelistic political system.
However, media professionals often question the party’s effectiveness, citing organiz-
ational fragmentation and communication weaknesses. While party members empha-
size their refusal to fund media outlets as a principled stance, journalists frequently
frame this as a reason for USR’s marginalization and limited media visibility. Further-
more, although the party’s reformist agenda is acknowledged by some observers, its
long-term institutional impact remains contested. Ultimately, while USR actors per-
ceive their influence on the democratic system as both ethical and structural, journal-
ists remain more sceptical, highlighting both external constraints and internal
shortcomings. These dynamics reflect both the disruptive potential and structural vul-
nerabilities of movement parties navigating semi-consolidated democracies, where
ethical ambition often collides with entrenched systems of political and media power.

Conclusion

This article has examined the relationship between movement parties and the quality
of democracy in two Central and Eastern European countries: Hungary and Romania.
In doing so, it extends the study of movement parties beyond well-institutionalized
liberal democracies,*® to consider how they emerge and operate under conditions of
declining media freedoms and weakening democratic institutions.

Our comparative analysis shows that the capacity of movement parties to counter
democratic backsliding depends not only on organizational choices or institutional
opportunities, but crucially on the communication strategies they adopt in restricted
media environments. In both cases, movement parties struggled to translate normative
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commitments — such as transparency, ethical governance, and participatory renewal —
into broader public resonance and institutional change. Overreliance on digital com-
munication channels, combined with poorly calibrated engagement with traditional
media, limited their reach to narrow socio-demographic groups and reinforced exist-
ing communicative asymmetries. Activist origins encouraged mobilization-oriented
strategies that consolidated existing support but proved less effective at persuasion
beyond urban and politically engaged constituencies.

At the same time, our findings demonstrate that effective communication can gen-
erate meaningful political impact even under hostile conditions. Campaigns such as
“NOlimpia” in Hungary and “No Criminals in Public Office” in Romania illustrate
how message clarity, large-scale dissemination, and strategic media engagement can
overcome structural constraints, and so shape political agendas and expand democratic
expectations. While Momentum and USR did not reach major electoral breakthroughs
to become dominant actors within their respective party systems, their repertoires of
mobilization informed subsequent challenger strategies. This is evident in the emer-
gence of the Tisza Party in Hungary in 2024-2025,%” which has combined street dem-
onstrations with organic social media initiatives to establish itself as a credible
challenger.*® This development suggests that, even if the “movement party” label
has lost some of its appeal in parties’ external communication, the mobilization
tools associated with movement parties have been mainstreamed and incorporated
into the repertoires of new political actors, underscoring their longer-term contri-
bution to contesting declining democratic quality.

The article makes three broader contributions to the literature on movement parties
and democratic resilience. First, it identifies internal tensions within the movement
party form that limit their capacity to promote democratic renewal in illiberal or
hybrid regimes. Participatory organizational models - often seen as a democratic
strength — can generate fragmentation and strategic incoherence when confronted
with the demands of electoral competition and governance.*” This was evident in
the divisions within the USR and Momentum’s convergence with discredited opposi-
tion elites, highlighting the insights to be gained from studying movement parties in
such contexts. Second, it demonstrates that media systems act as decisive intermedi-
aries shaping the democratic impact of movement parties. Both parties operated in
constrained media environments - politically controlled in Hungary and economically
dependent in Romania - which limited the reach and resonance of their narrative.
Although movement parties often rely on digital communication, our findings indicate
that the limited freedom of traditional media remains a critical obstacle to democratic
impact. Third, the analysis suggests that movement parties emerging in contexts of
democratic erosion constitute a distinct subtype. Unlike their counterparts in
Western Europe® or Latin America,”’ USR and Momentum represent electoral
responses to authoritarian drift and state capture. Our study suggests that in such con-
texts, movement parties may offer symbolic democratization yet lack the capacity to
generate deeper institutional transformation.

These findings also carry important policy implications. Due to the powerful
influence of communication infrastructures over the democratizing potential of move-
ment parties in hybrid regimes, efforts to support democratic resilience must directly
address these constraints. Civil society organizations, European political foundations
and democracy assistance programmes can play a role in strengthening parties’ com-
munication capacities, including strategic messaging and navigating constrained
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media environments. Communication strategies must also be adapted to reach publics
less integrated into digital communication channels - particularly older and rural
voters — whose marginalization is often exploited by governing elites. More broadly,
strengthening pluralistic media environments - including through EU-level funding
mechanisms, pressure to ensure transparency in media financing and safeguards
against politically distorted advertising — remains essential for expanding the commu-
nicative space available to democratic challengers.
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