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ABSTRACT
The period after the collapse of the communist Yugoslav state was marked by wars in several ex-
Yugoslav states. Therefore the state-building period overlapped with the transition from commu-
nism to capitalism and processes of reconciliation between the disputed states. This is reflected in 
the transformation of the media audiences in the Western Balkans region as well. Drawing upon 
the reception studies tradition, the goal of this paper is to explore media consumption in several 
ex-Yugoslav states, namely: Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro and Serbia and to find 
similarities and differences in audiences’ behaviour. The changes in media consumption are con-
nected to the transition processes in the media that brought new opportunities and challenges 
as well as different audiences’ responses to them. The selection of countries was determined by 
their shared history, but also by the possibilities for audiences from those countries to easily ac-
cess programmes broadcast by the other countries within the region. The research asks whether 
and what kind of connections can be established between the socio-demographic characteristics, 
cultural and lifestyle values of the audiences and the programmes that they watch. Quantitative 
and qualitative methods are combined here. Firstly, data obtained from an initial survey carried 
out in the four states with a representative sample suggests tendencies and patterns in audiences’ 
consumption of television broadcasting in the aforementioned countries; these are then further 
explored qualitatively, using in-depth interviews with selected participants, to reveal common cul-
tural values, based on collective memory, among those audiences. The research design employs a 
comparative approach that allows us to draw more generalized conclusions for the territory of the 
Western Balkans.
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Yugoslavia, a former socialist country, consisting of six republics and two autonomous 
provinces, dissolved in tragic conflicts during the 1990s. Many authors have been writing 
about nationalism in Yugoslavia (e.g. Bennett 1995; Eriksen 2002; Blitz 2006) and it has 
been often presented as a dominant factor in the breakup of the country. However, apart 
from it, there are other factors such as the economic situation, foreign policy, institutional 
rules, the role of personality and the role of culture that need to be taken into considerati-
on when discussing this (Pejnović Stanković 2010). 

The study of the Yugoslav and post-Yugoslav social context is particularly interesting in 
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the field of culture and cultural dynamics. Culture is a symbolic category; it relates to the 
production and exchange of meanings (Hall 1996) in different socio-historical periods. 
Yugoslav culture evolved through the development of the paradigm of “soft socialism” 
that allowed greater openness in relation to various cultural phenomena. Television, as 
the most powerful media of that time, had a major role in the creation and dissemination 
of culture. Thus the study of the shift between the culture constructed and shared by the 
Yugoslavs and that re-negotiated and constructed by individual post-Yugoslav states is 
particularly important from the perspective of cultural and critical media studies. 

Although Splichal (1999) uses the term re-nationalisation when discussing the media 
situation in former communist states in Europe, the situation in former Yugoslavia was 
slightly more complex due to the war and growing nationalism in the region. The 1990s 
were characterized by the formation of opposite cultural values: on one hand a need for 
re-traditionalization, which Mitrović (2006) refers to as a regression period (the years of 
1989 – 2006) and on the other hand orientation towards modernization, which Mitrović 
(2006) defines as a step forward in the process of transition that consists of growth and 
development. These values helped the creation of new cultural identities that served the 
building of new national identities. The individual national television stations played a big 
role in promoting this new identity, and disseminating nationalism and hate speech to-
wards other ex-Yugoslav nations.

Our goal here is to explore how the audiences of the Western Balkans responded to 
the new opportunities and challenges brought to them by the transition and transformation 
of the regional media scene. There is no broader interest among scholars on the Western 
Balkans on this topic, and the research already done in the period before, during and after 
transition in the region is very limited and inconsistent, hence we aspire to fill a part of the 
gap with this contribution that might open the door to further research in the area. The 
focal point, here, is television embedded in the socio-cultural context and as a medium of 
everyday life. Following the approach of reception studies will allow us to see what televisi-
on the audiences from the four aforementioned states of Western Balkans watch, but also 
how, to subsequently compare them in order to see if there are similarities in the way they 
have been watching television, in their choices of channel, and programme preferences 
and motives for watching, in general.

In order to explore the attitudes of the audiences, seen as active from the cultural 
studies perspective (Hall 1973), we used two methods. First we conducted an explo-
rative quantitative survey; subsequently, in order to provide more in-depth insights into 
the viewing context, follow-up qualitative research was carried out, consisting of in-depth 
interviews with selected survey participants. These methods helped to reveal some im-
portant general tendencies in watching television and motivations for doing so among the 
audiences of the Western Balkans.

1. Framework of the reception studies tradition
The imageries created in media are rich in connotative values. The issue of how active au-
diences receive media imageries has attracted many researchers, because while using di-
fferent media in everyday life, different audiences make different meanings. What shapes 
interpretation is its complex cultural embeddedness that embraces experiences, shared 
beliefs, sociological and economic backgrounds and conditions (Pitturo 2008). Theorists 
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of cultural studies further developed the concept of active audiences by examining the 
ways in which meaning is created in the social practice in general.

Hall (1973), in his seminal essay “Encoding and decoding in media discourse”, argu-
es that message decoding is a rather complex process that results from the negotiation 
between the polysemy of the text and the social, cultural and historical context of the 
recipient. Hall outlines three possible positions from which text, in this instance television 
content, can be decoded: dominant-hegemonic (viewer decodes the meanings encoded 
thereby reproducing the dominant definitions), contractual (the elements of acceptance 
and rejection are mixed) and oppositional (viewer decodes the message in a different way 
to the encoded meaning) (Hall 1973, 1996). Hall believes that the media construct reality 
through signifying practice (Hall 1996), but other than that, he sees the potential of the 
audience in the critical reception of media production, hence arguing that the meaning of 
a text cannot be fixed or universal to all recipients and just as importantly that audiences 
are not passive recipients of media texts. 

We can say that viewers’ responses to television programmes are not uniform but ra-
ther complex (Barwise and Ehrenberg 1987), because different types of programme can 
provoke different attitudinal responses. Hall (1973) admits that the media texts suggest 
the “preferred” reading, that is to say the meaning of the text, through their structure, but 
the audiences bring into the decoding process what Hall (1973) calls “cultural codes”, 
their cultural and social context, and thus members of different audiences might decode 
the media text in different ways (see also Milivojević 2008).

Cultural studies, however, see media reception within a larger social context and are 
concerned with the question of the use of mass media in everyday life. Through the co-
nnection and interaction between power, culture and audiences, reception studies are 
interested in explaining the possible replications or changes in the dominant ideology 
through the reception of media content by the audiences. The focus is also on ways the 
audiences construct their cultural identities, their thoughts and feelings regarding media 
content.

We follow the reception studies’ approach that the audiences understand the same 
text differently, which could depend on the psychological and socio-demographic context 
(Livingstone 2000). In his well-known study of Nationwide, Morley (1992) showed how 
viewers within different social and cultural contexts decode a message from the same text 
differently. Livingstone (2000) also argues that the interpretative, everyday context frames 
the understanding of television and suggests that researchers need to examine the audi-
ences’ activities to understand their interpretation of the text. Couldry et al. (2010) also 
stresses the different demographic characteristics (age, gender, social class, etc.) that 
shape audiences’ interpretation of media text.
 
2. The role of television in the everyday
In the current transforming media environment, where the role of new technologies and 
the internet is becoming increasingly more significant, television should not be neglected 
as it is still one of the most important mass communication media that plays a big part 
in people’s everyday life. Television has indeed a crucial role in people’s socialization 
(Perez-Ortiz 2002), in redistribution of information (Radojković and Miletić 2005), and 
in shaping cultural values (Hauk and Immordino 2011) and construction of social rea-
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lity (Gulisano 2008). Watching TV has not stopped being a part of home rituals despite 
the convergences of new technologies and collective gatherings for watching broadcast 
events in public spaces.

Television viewing figures appear to be considerably stable over the past 50 years 
(Marshall, Gorely and Biddle 2006). The television is primarily seen as a common sour-
ce of everyday information and socialisation for a heterogeneous population (Gerbner 
1993). That is why it is often said that television could influence viewers’ perception of 
reality (Radojković and Miletić 2005). Johnson and Holmes (2009), in the tradition of cul-
tivation theory, claim that exposure to media content influences real-world perceptions. 

Watching television has been integrated into audiences’ everyday life and the use of 
media has become a part of their daily routines. The most important for watching televi-
sion is free time. The institutionalisation of television is based on the difference between 
the number of television productions (which is relatively small) and the number of citizens 
(compared to the number of television productions, it is relatively big). Even though the 
dominance of television in people’s private lives and the pervasion of it in the free time of 
individuals is slowly diminishing in favour of the internet, some scholars agree that with its 
messages and structure of TV spectacle and programming, television still “influences the 
individual and social life and human behaviour” (Radojković and Miletić 2005: 151). Besi-
des, watching television brings satisfaction, as it offers the possibility to enter a multiplicity 
of different worlds and different lives. 

There have been many studies on the role of television in identity construction. From 
the cultural studies’ perspective, an identity is unstable and constantly formed, transfor-
med and negotiated (Hall 1992). In that sense, television consumption can be seen as 
an active and important factor in identity building (De Bruin 2005). This has been noticed 
to a great extent in the process of establishing new national identities after the collapse 
of former Yugoslavia and in this study we are interested in exploring it further. Likewise, 
Gillespie argues that “media are being used by productive consumers to maintain and 
strengthen boundaries, but also to create new shared spaces in which syncretic, cultural 
forms, such as ‘new ethnicities’ can emerge” (1995: 208).

Social grouping and common collective signs are the prerequisite for the formation of 
cultural identity as a symbolic framework in which a community constitutes their cultural 
values. Therefore, language, collective memory, religion, customs, tangible and intangi-
ble cultural heritage constitute the basis of the formation of cultural identity (Manić, Sime-
unović Bajić and Aleksić 2012). In former Yugoslavia, since the creation of the Socialist 
Republic of Yugoslavia after the Second World War, the Yugoslav identity had been built 
through the cultural institutions of literature, film and media. 

The ideas promoted through these forms remained as stable viewpoints in the soci-
ety even after the dissolution of Yugoslavia (Rucker-Chang 2010). However, during the 
emergence of new post-Yugoslav states, the Yugoslav identity was aggressively destroy-
ed by cancellation and abolition of many cultural forms that it was built upon. However, it 
is undeniable that the collective memory on the territory of former Yugoslavia, in the way 
Halbwachs (1992)1  interprets it, has been created and still exists. Television represen-
tations interpret, redefine and construct the collective memory of members of the former 

1	 Halbwachs makes a difference between historical memory and collective memory, accentuating that history 
represents the totality of facts, and hence when collective memory cannot rely on a specific social group 
determined by space and time any more, it disappears and historical memory takes its place. 
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Yugoslav nations. This is important not just for reruns of the programme of the former 
Yugoslav productions but also because of new programmes that are available to viewers 
from a variety of post-Yugoslav countries.

3. History of broadcasting in former Yugoslavia
The Yugoslavian public broadcaster, Yugoslav radio-television (JRT), started te-
levision broadcasting in 1958 (Milošević 1984), first consisting of Television Bel-
grade, Television Zagreb and Television Ljubljana; later, three more studios were 
added: Skopje, Sarajevo and Montenegro (Prpič 2008). The programming was co-
mmon and the most watched was the central news programme Dnevnik at 7.30 
pm and movies on Monday evening after Dnevnik. The programming consisted of:  

1.	 foreign imported programmes (films, series, reportages), 
2.	 live broadcast events (sport, festivals, competitions, visits of foreign delegations, 		

etc.), as well as 
3.	 JRT’s own production of movies, series and various news programmes.

The EU Monitoring and Advocacy program report from 2005 refers to the Yugoslav 
media system as follows: 

Because of its multicultural character, federal system and less strict 
ideological system, there was a relatively diverse and liberal media 
system in former Yugoslavia with many regional and local media. TV 
channels broadcast a large number of Western programmes in their 
original language with subtitles. 

� (EUMAP 2005: 36)

The breadth and diversity of television programmes were growing during the years that fo-
llowed and new television centres were created in the 1960s (Television Skopje in 1964, 
Television Sarajevo in 1969 and Television Montenegro in 1971). In 1971, 9250 hours 
of television programmes were broadcast in total in Yugoslavia, which was six times the 
amount of broadcasting time at the beginning. The following year, a second channel was 
introduced. This channel was in colour and produced with more modern technical equi-
pment. The introduction of a second channel helped improve links between all members 
of JRT and cooperation with foreign television broadcasters, and put Yugoslav television 
on the same level as the Western countries’ television systems (Pustišek 1984). The 
productions of Television Belgrade and Zagreb were very rich and consisted of diverse 
informative, educational, children, cultural and entertaining programmes. Many of them 
are still remembered as higher quality programmes than those broadcast today, especi-
ally children’s programmes and TV series. Many programmes won prizes in international 
competitions.

During the 1960s, the first research on the popularity of certain programmes and au-
dience measurement was conducted with users of all 850 TV sets registered up to the 
time. Owning a TV set at the end of the 1950s and beginning of the 1960s was a rare 
privilege, but the influence of television started to grow. At first TV sets were present more 
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in various public spaces such as restaurants, schools, clubs, and cultural centres, rather 
than in people’s homes. The main informative programme was Dnevnik 2, broadcast eve-
ry evening at 7.30 pm. 

At the beginning, television programmes were broadcast live three times a week wit-
hout being recorded and thus without the possibility for them to be run again and/or be 
edited; from 1963 the JRT broadcast six times a week, as Tuesday was a day reserved 
for imported programmes from Italian or Austrian television channels. In the realization of 
the common TV programming of JRT, Television Belgrade prepared 50 % of programmes, 
and Television Ljubljana and Zagreb 25 % each. Up to 1967, the daily schedule was 
no longer than 4.5 hours. The first direct transmission of a JRT broadcast from abroad 
happened during the European Basketball Championship in 1961 (Đukić 2007). During 
the 1980s, besides Dnevnik 2, programmes broadcast with the biggest success (as me-
asured by the number of people who watched it) were the film Nešto između [Something 
in between] about a relationship between an American girl and two Yugoslav guys that 
showed the differences between the East and the West, as a Yugoslav-American co-
production, as well as Blue summer, a children’s series produced in Spain and various 
children’s cartoons (mostly Disney productions).

The process of transformation and liberalization of the television market in the majority 
of European countries was happening during the 1980s and 1990s. The media transfor-
mation in former Yugoslavia started first in Slovenia where the first commercial television 
station started to broadcast as early as 1991. In other former Yugoslav countries, the 
process was mostly postponed due to wars in the region that caused a specific social and 
economic situation. The media transformation in Serbia, for example, started to happen 
at the beginning of the 2000s. However, watching television in former Yugoslavia has 
always been very popular and according to the EUMAP report, currently almost 100% of 
households own at least one TV set (EUMAP 2005).

In a similar way to many other states, in former Yugoslavia there was bigger trust in 
television in comparison to press and radio among audiences, during the last couple of 
decades of the 20th century. This trend can usually be explained by the characteristics of 
the medium itself, i.e. a mix of audio and visual appearances. According to the results of 
one public opinion survey conducted in 1973, Yugoslavian audiences favoured television 
to a great extent compared to other media (Baćević 2004). 

But, with the economic crises in the 1980s and especially the socio-political situation 
at the beginning of the 1990s, trust in all kinds of media has been diminishing. Some 
scholars (Baćević 2004) assume that the power of media is not too great in a time of 
crisis, because it cannot overcome personal experience as a source of information. That 
is why a bigger lack of trust in media is seen among younger and more educated popu-
lations who feel that social reality is not well represented on television. This is the part of 
audiences who are opposed to accepting the reality as presented on television.

4. Research design and methods
This research relates to media consumption in four ex-Yugoslav states: Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Croatia, Montenegro and Serbia. The choice of countries was made based on 
their shared history as well as the possibilities and willingness of the audiences from one 
country to watch programmes broadcast by the other countries. By choosing a compa
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rative approach we aim to make a larger generalization for the territory of the Western 
Balkans. The research was carried out in two phases: during the first, we conducted an 
online survey in these four states with a sample of 287 participants in total. The second 
phase consisted of in-depth interviews. We have used both qualitative and quantitative 
methods, in order to get a more complex understanding, and not to neglect any part of 
media consumption in the region of former Yugoslavia. The combination of qualitative 
and quantitative methods (for its application within audience and reception research see 
Barker 2006; Morley 2006; Ross, 2011) was determined by the focus of the study and 
by the research questions.

A web-based survey was used as a method of data gathering, because of its ability to 
give more refined polling data in less time (Howard 2005). Surveys are a popular research 
method in social sciences. Researchers who use surveys have lately started to use online 
technologies in order to speed up the procedure of obtaining the results. In the field of 
communication studies, the survey method is the most popular method for audiences’ as-
sessments. More precisely, it is used to understand audiences’ attitudes towards recep-
tion and their reaction to certain programmes or advertisements (Vesnić-Alujević 2012). 
It can also be used to examine theories such as uses and gratification. The problem with 
the use of an online survey method is difficulty in selecting a representative sample of 
respondents because they are self-selected volunteers (Graber 2004). Graber (2004) 
claims that the sample can vary greatly in size, from several individuals to several thousand 
because the number of people that will reply to it in given time period cannot be predicted, 
and, similarly to “offline” surveys, there is a difficulty in phrasing questions appropriately 
so that the researchers understand the correct meanings of answers. 

Our survey was conducted between April 27, 2012 and May 10, 2012. It was posted 
and distributed through social media sites and thus can be referred to as snowball samp-
ling. The demographic variables included age, gender, home country and level of educa-
tion. Variables linked to media consumption of different content were measured using a 
5-point Likert scale, where 1 indicated “not at all” and 5 “always”, “to a great extent”, etc.

Participants were asked to what extent they watched the following entertainment con-
tent that was categorized as follows (Cronbach’s alpha = 0,869): (1) history programme, 
(2) crime news, (3) sport – basketball, (4) entertainment shows and quizzes, (5) foreign 
movies, (6) foreign series, (7) telenovelas, (8) domestic movies, (9) domestic series, (10) 
sports, (11) geographic programmes, (12) travel reportages, (13) humour, (14) music, 
(15) sex, (16) celebrities, (17) popular science, (18) paranormal activities, (19) religious 
topics, (20) cars, (21) technologies, (22) fashion. 

Informative programmes were categorized by an index of five items (Cronbach’s alpha 
= 0,851). Participants were asked to what extent they watched the following content: 
(1) foreign politics, (2) domestic politics, (3) social issues, (4) informative programmes 
(news), (5) political talk shows.

Bartlett’s test was highly significant (p = 0,000), so factorial analysis was appropriate 
for these items. At the same time, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure was 0,820 which is 
considered to be a great value (acceptance > 0.5). This meant that correlation patterns 
are relatively compact and factor analysis should have yielded distinct and reliable factors.

In the second phase, in order to provide more in-depth insights into the viewing context 
and attitudes of participants, as well as to eliminate social desirability biases, we com-
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bined the obtained quantitative results with follow-up qualitative research that included 
in-depth interviews with selected participants from the survey. We wanted to see if and 
what kind of connection could be established between watching a certain programme 
and socio-demographic characteristics, and cultural and lifestyle values of the audiences. 
The selection of participants was based on their demographic and lifestyle differences 
as well as their nationality (not ethnicity), in order to keep the balance between different 
participants in the study. The interviews were held both online and offline to maximize the 
number of participants. The interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded and analysed. 
There were 16 interviews in total, with six interviewees from Serbia, four from Croatia, four 
from Bosnia and Herzegovina and two from Montenegro. Table 1 shows their demogra-
phic structure.

5. Results

5.1. Demography
In our survey, the participation of females (59.2 %) was slightly higher than males  
(40.8 %). The majority of respondents were between 25 and 55 years old (79.4 %), with 
a mean age of 30.2 (SD = 1.16). The smallest  age group represented is the one older 
than 55 years, only 2.4 %, which is a pity because of their interesting attitudes towards 
former Yugoslav programmes, as they spent a major part of their lives living in that period 
and with those programmes. When it comes to the distribution of participants by country,  
71.1 % were from Serbia, 13.6 % from Bosnia and Herzegovina, 11.5 % from Croatia 
and 3.8 % from Montenegro. If we compare these results to the distribution of population 
in those countries (Serbia 44.6 %, Croatia 27.4 %, Bosnia and Herzegovina 24.2 %, 
Montenegro 3.8 %), we see that Serbia is over-represented while Croatia and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina are under-represented, although we were aiming for a balanced distribution. 

Bosnia 

and Herzegovina

Croatia Montenegro Serbia

M, unemployed, 43 

(001)
M, student, 20 

(005)

M, employed, 29 

(009)

M, student, 21 

(011)

M, retired, 65 

(002)

M, retired, 73 

(006)

F, employed, 58 

(010)

M, unemployed, 47 

(012)

F, student, 18 

(003)

F, employed, 40

(007)

M, retired, 83

(013)

F, employed, 52 

(004)

F, retired, 66 

(008)
F, student, 29 

(014)

F, retired, 60 

(015)

F, retired, 78 

(016)

Table 1: Demographic structure of the interviewees: gender, professional status, age, identification of the 
respondent in the text
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However, the snowball effect and the interest of users in participating led to a dispropor-
tionate number of Serbians in the sample.

5.2. TV consumption
Although according to some opinion polls conducted in 2003 the average TV consumpti-
on in the Balkans (including the four countries studied here) was 217 minutes/day, with 
278 min/day for Serbia and 254 min/day for Croatia (EUMAP 2005), our results were 
slightly different, with 67.6 % of the research participants watching television up to 120 
min/day (29.3 % < 60min/day, 38.3 % 60–120 min/day) and only 32.4 % watching it for 
more than 120 min/day (20.9 % 120–180 min./day, 10.1 % 180–300 min/day, 1.4 % 
> 300 min/day). However, the time spent watching TV is also dependent on how much 
free time the respondent has, for instance, whether he is employed or retired, what his 
role and tasks in the family are, etc. As the majority of our sample was in the group 25 
to 55 years old, they spend less time watching television than the group of older, retired 
people. This can be illustrated by excerpts from the qualitative interviews:

I come back from work at 5.30 [pm], and then I need to cook dinner, 
eat with family, do the dishes, etc. By the time I finish, it’s already 8.30 
[pm]. But my husband never misses Dnevnik at 7.30 [pm]. Sometimes 
I catch some of it while doing other things
(respondent 007, 40-year-old employed female from Croatia) 

I turn on TV when I get up around 8 am. I like watching the morning 
programme on the public broadcaster for an hour or so. Then I go 
shopping, prepare lunch, eat, rest and turn on the TV again around 3 
pm. I watch two series, my favourite starts at 4 [pm], and then have a 
coffee with neighbours for an hour or so. After that, I turn on TV again 
and watch it until I go to sleep around 10 pm.
(respondent 016, 78-year-old retired female from Serbia)

I only watch TV when I’m bored of studying or I’m punished so I can’t 
go out. Then I sit with my parents and watch movies, mostly after 
Dnevnik at 8 [pm]. Otherwise, I mostly sit in front of my computer 
chatting or uploading things on Facebook.
(respondent 003, 18-year-old female student from Bosnia and Herze-
govina)

I prefer being online than watching TV. TV days are gone! I didn’t even 
buy a TV after I moved away from my parents 3 years ago.
(respondent 014, 29-year-old female student from Serbia)

It was also interesting to look at the differences in television watching among partici-
pants from different countries. Croatian participants watch television the least, then parti-
cipants from Bosnia and Herzegovina, while Montenegrin and Serbian participants watch 
it the most. We were searching for other reasons why the people from Montenegro spent 
more time watching television than the other participants from the other countries; one 
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of them might be that they have the biggest, still present, trust in television compared to 
other media, expressed among our participants in the survey.

5.3. Watching entertainment vs. informative programmes
Among the participants in the survey, there is no big difference in the amount of time spent 
between watching entertainment and informative programmes. The entertainment pro-
grammes are followed to a medium extent (M = 2.52, SD = 0.689), while the informative 
programmes are slightly more watched among our respondents (M = 2.71, SD =1.049). 
This is explained by two factors that we discovered through the interviews. First, some 
participants thought it is more socially desirable2 to say they watch informative rather than 
entertainment programmes: 

When people hear I don’t watch news, they think I’m stupid. So, I keep 
saying I regularly do it, while in fact I spend that time playing video 
games.
(respondent 011, 21-year-old male student from Serbia)

Others explain it by the fact that during the very unstable process of the dissolution of 
Yugoslavia, wars and the difficult period of transition, people got used to watching more 
informative programmes to stay informed of the current political and economic situation:

Despite my basic lack of interest in politics, I started to watch informa-
tive programmes intensively in 1990 or even before, when everything 
started in the parliament of Yugoslavia, I needed to… At first, I didn’t 
believe the situation will continue the way it did. Later, during the war, 
we watched informative programmes on TV or listened to the radio 
whenever we had electricity because we needed to stay informed. 
Even after the war ended, there have been many things happening 
in the region, so we got used to watching news, informative program-
mes and political talk shows a lot.
(respondent 006, 73-year-old retired male from Croatia). 

Younger participants stressed they use television more for watching informative program-
mes, while other media are used for the entertainment ones:

I watch news to stay informed about the political and economic situa-
tion in the country and abroad. For issues happening abroad, especi-
ally emergencies, I mostly watch CNN and their evening programmes. 
If I want to watch a movie or something, I go to the cinema or do it on 
a computer. It’s easier.
(respondent 009, 29-year-old employed male from Montenegro).

The results show us that there is no significant difference between genders in watching 
television: for instance, when it comes to time spent watching television, it is mostly the same 
(for example, 40.2 % of males and 37.1 % of females watch it one to two hours per day). 

2	 The social desirability bias is an important one for this study. Although here we have a clear example of it, where 
a participant explicitly says he watches something other than what he actually does, it is often difficult to find 
these quotes. This is rather seen through the hesitation when answering the question, the uncomfortableness of 
the interviewees as well as differences between the results from the survey and the interviews. 
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During working days, I don’t have much time for TV. After work, I help 
my wife with dinner, then I watch the Dnevnik and later I help my son 
with his homework. Only later do I have more time for television.
(respondent 001, 43-year-old unemployed male from Bosnia and Her-
zegovina)

When I work the second shift, I leave home at noon and come back 
around 10 pm. I’m exhausted so I watch TV for one hour at most. So-
metimes, I even fall asleep in front of it.
(respondent 010, 58-year-old employed female from Montenegro)

However, there is a statistically significant difference (p < 0.05) between males and 
females in watching entertainment programmes. While 11.1 % of males say they do not 
watch entertaining programmes, only 2.4 % of females share their opinion. In fact, the 
interviews have revealed that the major reason for men saying they do not watch entertain-
ment programmes is only to appear more “serious” or “intellectual” in the survey.

There is a statistically significant difference among different age groups in relation to 
their watching of informative programmes. While one half of participants younger than 25 
do not watch them at all, almost 60 % of those older than 55 watch them regularly. These 
results are certainly influenced by the existence of Internet and its predominant use by 
young people but also the lack of interest of younger generations in politics.

5.4. What do we watch? The popularity of former Yugoslav channels
When it comes to watching different TV channels, the majority of respondents watch either 
national (49.8 %) or foreign (31.7 %), excluding TV channels of former Yugoslav count-
ries. Those are actively sought for and chosen only by a minority of the survey participants 
(12.2 %), while only 6.3 % of the respondents watch local TV channels. Similarly, when 
asked to what extent they follow the programmes of TV channels from other former Yugo-
slav republics, the mean obtained is 2.21 (5-point Likert scale where 1 indicated “not at 
all” and 5 “always”) (SD = 1.430). We should bear in mind that watching these channels 
is not seen as socially desirable, especially in Serbia and Croatia and partly in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina3 (although cable operators have TV channels of other Balkan countries in 
their offer and these are “secretly” very much followed, especially because the language 
can be understood, as the in-depth interviews showed). Thus, for many respondents this 
is a sensitive topic and they openly admit that they watch TV channels from one or more 
of the other ex-Yugoslav countries only if they have enough confidence in the interviewer. 
When asked which programmes from other ex-Yugoslav countries in particular they fo-
llow, we obtained the following results: Latinica [Latin alphabet], a political talk show on 
Croatian HRT4; Nedjeljom u 2 [Sunday at 2] an interview show on Croatian HRT; Dnevnik 
[News] on Croatian HRT; Jutarnji program, a morning show, an informative programme 
on Serbian RTS5 ; Utisak nedelje [Impression of the week] a political talk show on Serbian 

3	 Although the wars between these states have been over for approximately 20 years, there is still animosity 
between these countries and many citizens do not want to admit they watch the other  countries’ TV channels, 
listen to the other countries’ music or read the other countries’ books/magazines etc.

4	 HRT is the Croatian public broadcaster.

5	 RTS is the Serbian public broadcaster.

6	 B92 is a Serbian private national TV network. 
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B926; films on Croatian HRT; quizzes and sport programmes on Serbian B92, Serbian 
RTS, and Croatian HRT. 

After gaining some confidence from the interviewees, when asked why they watch 
the programmes from former Yugoslav republics, among their other diverse motives, all 
respondents agreed that an important aspect is that the particular types of programmes 
either cannot be seen on their local or national TV channels or foreign TV stations outside 
the former Yugoslav republics, or in the case of foreign TV channels they do not have 
the capacity to follow it (e.g. lack of knowledge of foreign languages when it comes to 
movies). However it should be stressed that one of the main advantages for audiences 
here is the lack of a language barrier, i.e. the big similarity between former Yugoslav lan-
guages7  is a huge advantage over other foreign television channels, especially among the 
population who do not speak any foreign language, or among those whose knowledge of 
foreign languages is rather limited. For instance, a male respondent from Croatia states 
that he is watching a Serbian channel that plays Serbian folk music he likes, which is not 
broadcast elsewhere: 

I like watching Serbian TV Pink because I like their music shows that 
are not broadcast on our TV channels.
(respondent 005, 20-year-old male student from Croatia)

Croatian public TV has much better films than any of the Serbian TV 
channels–that is why I often watch it. 
(respondent 015, 60-year-old retired female from Serbia)

Another reason repeated through the interviews was that some respondents have 
higher trust in informative programmes from ex-Yugoslav countries other than their own, 
especially in relation to information concerning the political situation and events in the 
respondent’s country: 

I always watch Dnevnik on Croatian public television, because they 
are more reliable.
(respondent 012, 47-year-old unemployed male from Serbia)

This is slightly unexpected and illogical in the context of wars in the Balkans during the 
1990s. Nevertheless, it is very common.

Graph 1 shows that both genders equally watch local and foreign channels. National 
TV channels are watched by 44.4 % of males and 53.5 % of females, while TV channels 
of former Yugoslav republics are more consumed by males (17.9 %) than females (8.2 %). 
This, however, could be influenced by the social desirability of watching such channels 
and because male respondents were more open and less scared to declare this in the 
survey (which was later seen in the interviews).

7	 Before the 1990s wars, the official language in these four states was called Serbo-Croatian or Croatian-Serbian 
(depending on the country), despite there being certain differences in the rules, use and vocabulary. However, 
based on the linguistic rules, some scholars (e.g. Kordić 2005) argue that Bosnian, Croatian, Montenegrin 
and Serbian languages are actually one language with minor differences. Kordić (2005) states that these four 
languages are political creations and the main basis of new post-Yugoslavian cultural and national identities.
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Cross-tabulating the country of origin of participants with the television channels they 
watch gave us statistically significant results (p < 0.001) (Graph 2). While participants from 
Bosnia and Herzegovina say to a great extent that they watch programmes from former 
Yugoslav countries, participants from Serbia and Croatia declare that very rarely. It is also 
interesting that participants from Montenegro and also Bosnia and Herzegovina do not 
watch their national TV channels to a great extent. 

We also wanted to see how much time participants from each state spend watch-
ing ex-Yugoslav programmes and these differences are statistically significant  
(p < 0.001) (see Graph 3). It seems that citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 
Montenegro watch former Yugoslav programmes daily, while citizens of Croatia and 
Serbia do so rarely. This could be explained by the fact that a big Serbian ethnicity li-
ves in Montenegro and watches mostly Serbian television, or both Serbian and Croa-
tian ethnicities living in Bosnia and Herzegovina are watching channels from Serbia 
and Croatia. However, there is also a social desirability bias that should be taken into 

Graph 2: TV channel consumption (%) according to country, p < 0.05

Graph 1: TV channel consumption (%) according to gender
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account, according to which Serbs do not say they watch Croatian television (although 
two Croatian channels are in the basic offer of all cable TV providers in Serbia) or vice 
versa. This is due to the 1990s wars and the animosity that still exists between those two 
nations. Although they watch other nations’ TV channels, they refuse to, or are scared to 
admit it. Similarly, they often hide the fact that they come from a mixed Serbo-Croatian 
marriage or have a part of their family in the other country, etc. These facts often come 
to the surface through conversations in which the interviewee feels that they have trust in 
the interviewer.

Interesting results that were statistically significant (p < 0.05) were obtained when com-
paring patterns of viewing former Yugoslav TV channels8 according to participants’ age. 
While 75 % of those younger than 25 years old do not watch these channels, almost  
30 % of those older than 55 openly admit they watch them every day. This is connected 
to the habit of watching those channels before the dissolution of Yugoslavia and in some 
cases nostalgic feelings that were confirmed through the interviews. We should also bear 
in mind that there are lots of mixed marriages on the territory of former Yugoslavia as 
well as ethnicities from one country living in another, as explained above, who watch the 
channels of their country of origin. Young people not only do not have a habit of watching 
these television channels, but also grew up in a country at war, and subsequently indivi-
dual separated states, in a region marked by growing strong nationalism, where television 
broadcasting participated in promoting hostility, and hate discourse, towards the other 
nations within the region. Their notion that watching those programmes is not socially 
desirable is even stronger than in the case of the older generation. 

5.5. Nostalgia and watching reruns of programmes from the Yugoslavian era
Together with other factors, television participates in creating cultural policies on the level 
of every respective country towards the cultural heritage of Yugoslav television produc-

Graph 3: Consumption of former Yugoslav channels according to country (where 1 is “not at all” and 5 
is “always”), p < 0.001

8	 When we say former Yugoslav TV channels, we think of all TV channels of these four countries: both those that 
were founded during the existence of Yugoslavia and commercial channels founded after the dissolution of the 
country.
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tion. When cross-tabulating the viewing of reruns with age, the difference in age groups 
is statistically significant (p < 0.05). However, it is interesting that almost one quarter of all 
age groups watch reruns occasionally. This shows how much the reruns are still popular 
(Graph 4).

I watch reruns because those series and films were much better qua-
lity than those made today and they remind me of the period when I 
personally lived better than today.
(respondent 015, 60-year-old retired female from Serbia)

There is a popular general belief that the quality of such programmes was much higher 
and that their level, especially of those television series made by respected Yugoslavian 
directors with some of the best and most popular actors of the Balkans region, cannot be 
reached again. As reruns are broadcast more in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro 
and Serbia than in Croatia, we were especially interested in what citizens of those coun-
tries think of it.

I think there are too many reruns. However, every time they show 
again Bolji život [Better life] or Naše malo misto [Our little town], I 
have to see it!
(respondent 015, 60-year-old retired female from Serbia)

I don’t think we have more reruns than needed. I really enjoy every time I see 
something from that era.
(respondent 004, 52-year-old employed female from Bosnia and Her-
zegovina) 

Some of the domestic films from 1970s will never be replicated!
(respondent 013, 83-year-old retired female from Serbia)

Graph 4: Consumption of reruns according to age group (where 1 is “not at all” and 5 is “always”),  
p < 0.05
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It is important to say that when considering reruns, the most repeated are films, follo-
wed by television series, and then educative programmes. However, younger participants 
do not watch reruns to a great extent, because these do not represent the world in which 
they live, but also because of the saturation of programming with reruns, so that after be-
ing shown several times in a couple of years, a certain programme becomes “boring” to 
the younger viewers.

We also used Spearman’s test (rank correlation coefficient) to measure the (level of 
association) correlation between different variables. According to it, a moderate posi-
tive correlation has been found between the time spent watching television and watch-
ing TV channels in neighbouring countries, which is statistically significant (p = 0.252,  
p < 0.001). This means that people who watch television more in general also watch 
more channels of other former Yugoslav countries. There is also a low positive correla-
tion between time spent watching television and reruns of television programmes from 
ex-Yugoslavia, which is statistically significant (p = 0.157, p < 0.05). Therefore, viewers 
that watch more television in general, also watch more reruns. At the end, a moderate po-
sitive correlation has been found between watching television channels of neighbouring 
countries and watching reruns of television programmes, which is statistically significant 
(p = 0.255, p < 0.001). This can be explained by nostalgia for past times and the fact that 
people who like watching channels of other former Yugoslav republics are also those who 
like watching reruns that remind them of Yugoslavia.

6. Conclusions
Although policy makers have tried to make as big a difference as possible between former 
Yugoslav states, citizens of those states still share similar attitudes, beliefs and cultural 
values. Yugoslav radio-television (JRT) with its regional centres that existed until the be-
ginning of the 1990s was first replaced by national public broadcasting services. Later, 
through the process of media transformation, privatization and digitalisation, the number 
of available channels in the Western Balkans increased to become a multitude of co-
mmercial and local TV stations.

Despite the obvious difference in the technical quality, according to general belief, the 
quality of programmes themselves is not much higher. This is confirmed by numerous 
reruns and has to do with the lower budget of public broadcasters and the low interest of 
commercial TV stations in quality production.

We conducted audience research that consisted of an online survey and in-depth inter-
views. The majority of participants were between 25 and 55 years old, probably because 
they are the principal age group of Internet users in the studied countries: Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro and Serbia. As suggested by reception researchers 
(e.g. Livingstone 2000), while doing the analysis, we integrated the different socio-cultu-
ral contexts of viewers in order to illuminate their television consumption. 

The results revealed that the audiences in the aforementioned countries follow very 
similar patterns of watching television. That allowed us to make a broader generalization 
about a typical user who mostly watches television one to two hours per day and focuses 
either on a national channel or a channel from one of the other three former Yugoslav 
countries. The watching of informative programmes increases together with age and edu-
cation, while the watching of entertainment programmes does not vary according to other
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socio-demographic factors. It is interesting that the difference between watching informa 
tive and entertaining programmes is not statistically significant. 

When it comes to transnational viewing, language plays an important role (Madianou 
2005). However, the languages of these four countries are very similar. Therefore, we 
can say there is no language barrier in understanding the programmes in their original 
language, although many politicians and even linguists have tried to make this artificial 
frontier. While the population from Serbia and Croatia admits with difficulties that some-
times they watch programmes on television channels from other former Yugoslav states, 
as this is considerably unpopular in the respective countries, a different situation is seen 
in the other two states. Audiences from Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Montenegro, tend 
to watch more Serbian and Croatian television channels, because of several reasons: 
large Croatian and Serb ethnic groups living in those countries, the better quality of pro-
grammes and habits from the past. The gathered data also shows that the willingness to 
watch more programmes of other former Yugoslav channels is higher in the case of older 
respondents. Therefore we argue that it is linked to collective memory (Halbwachs 1992). 
The social group that creates collective memory is still present and consists of mostly 
older generations. Although the television plays a big role in identity construction, and in 
building an imagined national identity, in this instance we can see that within the territory 
of the Western Balkans, people do feel a sense of belonging to their new nation, but si-
multaneously there is also a strong sense, or reminiscence of being Yugoslav expressed 
through the willingness to, and ease of watching television programmes from other coun-
tries within the region, however difficult it is for people to admit this behaviour.

Shared cultural heritage should be seen as a dynamic aspect of the past that creates 
possibilities for new generations to take an active part in interpreting and representing 
it (Simeunović Bajić 2012). Therefore the positive response of audiences to reruns of 
Yugoslav cultural television heritage is driven by the collective memory of people born in 
(post) Yugoslav societies. However, the main reason for showing reruns is economic – 
due to the lack of financial means for fresh production – showing reruns is far cheaper 
than producing new programmes and shows. The choice of repeated programme is not 
always adequate – it is there to fulfil mostly the entertaining function of television, so films 
and serial programmes are shown as reruns; nevertheless, the Yugoslav heritage is much 
larger than that shown to the audiences.

Consequently, we have seen that the formation of different cultural identities on the 
territory of former Yugoslavia is very difficult to establish because of similar contexts, 
language and interests. At the same time we saw that the audiences are active in con-
structing their own interpretations of television programmes and try to oppose to dominant 
ideologies by watching TV channels of other states, especially their informative program-
mes and constructing their own meanings out of it.
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