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Introduction

The Central European Political Science Review Volume 
19. Number 72

It is our pleasure to present to our honored readers the  
Vol. 19, No. 72 of Central European Political Science 
Review. The title of No. 72 of CEPSR is: NEW 
CHALLANGES.
   The current issue contains some chapters from the 
Great International Conference of John C. Harsányi. The 
Memorable Conference took place in the city of Budapest 
on the 1st of June 2018, organized by the new founded John. 
Harsanyi Reserch Center. Scientists from ten countries came 
together to pay homage to John Harsanyi who obtained the 
Economics Nobel Prize in 1994, together with John Nash 
and Reinhard Selten. His research approche was complex 
among othrs, in the field of economics, political science, 
international relation, law, philosophy, ethics, mathematics, 
or computer science is well-know. Most importantly his 
contribution to game theory, resulted in a fundamental shift 
in social sciences. The conference was not only a tribute 
to him but also a recognition of his achievements. At the 
Memprial Conference of John Harsanyi was presented 
papers about the different dimensions of the dictatorships, 
the democracies, the transition to democracy, the freedom 
fight and the successful regime changes. It positions into a 
different aspect the issue of national sovereignty, as well as 
the realist political approach and super powers’ games.
   The issue No. 72 of CEPSR containe short cersion of 4 
chapter from John Harsanyi Memorable Conference (about 
Slovakia, Mexico and Romany population).    
   One of the main goals of the editorial board of Central 
European Political Science Review is to make it available 
to the broadest circle of readers from among experts and 
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persons with a serious interest in the issues of the unique 
space of Central Europe, from the different perspective 
of international relations, history, political science, 
sociology, anthropology and art-sociology, respectively. 
The main reason for publishing the Central European 
Political Science Review is to serve and to enhance Central 
Europe, to broaden and to spread the thoughts of Central 
Europeanism, and Europeanism.

We suggest you to read our web-site and contact our assis-
tant if you have a paper, report or book review for CEPSR 
or any questions: 
kossuth.borbala@gmail.com 
marengo.alessandro@kodo.hu 

 János Simon 
 Editor-in-chief
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Grigorij Mesežnikov

Archievements and Problems of Slovakia’s 
Democratic Transition:

Reflection by Public

1.Introduction: Slovakia’s way of transformation

Slovak Republic is regarded as a remarkable example 
of democratic transition. Alongside with other Central 
European countries, Slovakia successfully carried out a 
process of wide social transformation. It passed through 
political transition from Communist authoritarianism 
to freedom, pluralism and democracy. It developed the 
functional liberal-democratic model and implemented the 
profound society’s reforms. Being a country with the open 
market economy, Slovakia enjoys benefits from its full 
integration into the European Union. All achievements of 
democratic transformation are secured thanks to country’s 
membership in NATO. 
 The overall country’s socio-economic and political devel-
opment has, of course, its public dimension. It is important 
to know how citizens perceive the general society’s devel-
opment, current politics, to what extent they are satisfied 
with social conditions of their life, how they understand 
democracy, what is their support for democratic norms and 
values, market economy and mechanisms of its function-
ing, the role of the state and its policies in particular areas 
as well as support for foreign policy and external security 
options and views on membership in integration groupings. 
No less important factor is how people perceive the role of 
different society’s actors (NGOs, media, churches), what is 
majority population’s attitude to different minority groups. 
 Sociological agencies and academic research institu-
tions, including Institute for Public Affairs (IVO), monitor 
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and analyze public opinion in Slovakia on regular basis. 
Based on conducted surveys we can draw conclusions 
about main trends in population’s reflection of transforma-
tion processes and the current state of society.
 In this paper we focus on three basic areas – econo-
my, political democracy and foreign policy – combining 
description of reform efforts during the transition and their 
outputs with analysis of findings from the representative 
opinion polls showing population’s attitude to characteris-
tics of current social order and political regime, perception 
of ongoing trends and views on relevant societal issues.

1.Economy: reforms, achievements, social impact

Economic transformation in Slovakia after 1989 resulted 
into creation of functional market economy fully integrat-
ed into European common market and international sys-
tem of division of labor. The principle changes had place 
in Slovak industry’s structure, ownership, shares of partic-
ular sectors (private, public) on GDP, regional distribution 
of producing facilities, size and location of foreign invest-
ments, external trade orientation etc.
 As a result of economic transition the private sector 
produces more than 90% of country’s GDP. In 2016 
Slovakia’s GDP per capita in purchase parity standard 
was 77% of the EU average (in 2005 it constituted 60% 
of the EU average).1 According to the OECD statistics, in 
2017 Slovakia’s GDP per capita reached 32.119 USD.2 The 
average nominal monthly salary in 2017 was 954 euro.3 
Gini coefficient of income inequality in 2017 was 0,25.
 Giving up the legacy of communist militarized economy, 
after successful process of conversion of defense industry, 
Slovakia became No.1 producer of cars per 1.000 inhabitants 
in the world with 192 pieces ahead of Czech Republic (127 
pieces), South Korea (76 pieces) and Germany (71 pieces). 
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In 2017 1 040 000 cars have been produced in Slovakia by 
three companies (Volkswagen, Peugeot-Citroen and Kia-
Hyundai; the fourth producer – Jaguar Land Rover – will 
start its operation in Slovakia in 2018 with the expected 
output of 300 000 cars per year).4

 As far as external economic relations are concerned, 
86.6% of the overall Slovakia’s export went to EU-mem-
ber-states and 65.9% of Slovakia’s overall import was 
coming from the EU-member-states (March 2018)5. Only 
1.99% of Slovakia’s export went to Russia and 4.04% of 
Slovakia’s import was coming from Russia (2016).6

 Principle changes in economy have influenced the 
general social status of large parts of the population and 
as a result they shaped the public perception of the whole 
transformation process, attitude to main characteristics of 
national economy and social system, political preferences 
and voting behavior of people. Economic reforms created 
favorable conditions for improvement of everyday 
material life of citizens, for higher and qualitatively better 
consumption, however, the impact of liberal socio-economic 
reforms was uneven to different categories of people. The 
main beneficiaries at the beginning phase of economic 
transformation were relatively tiny groups of people, close 
or politically loyal to national-populist parties who used 
their “clientelistic” links to the ruling establishment for 
active participation in initial stage of privatization. As soon 
as the process of economic liberalization was taking more 
systematic character being based on efforts to incorporate 
the economic reforms into broader attempts to form the 
liberal democratic regime and to reach membership in 
European Union, the share of beneficiaries obviously 
widened and embraced masses of population. However 
some groups marked by some disadvantages (residence 
in the remote areas with insufficient infrastructure and 
lack of job opportunity, lower level of education, obsolete 
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professional skills, older age etc.) were not prepared to 
efficiently use the benefits emanated by the transformation. 
 Although these categories of people tolerated the fact 
of uneven distribution of the benefits from the transforma-
tion from the point of view of their social behavior and no 
social unrest or other examples of active resistance against 
the systemic changes were observed, political preferenc-
es of some part of these categories of citizens shifted to 
anti-systemic or even extremist forces.

What is Slovakia’s population’s attitude to market 
economy and capitalism?

The picture is not whatsoever rosy and cloudless. Quite the 
opposite: despite undeniable success of economic reforms 
and general efficiency of market economy which improved 
country’s status and increased the living standard of peo-
ple, according to sociological survey conducted by EBRD 
in 2016, support for market economy among Slovak citi-
zens decreased from 35 % in 2010 to 29% in 2016. 35% of 
respondents believe that a planned economy might be pref-
erable to a market-based one. 36% of interviewed Slovaks 
believe that “for people like me, it does not matter” which 
economic system is in place (see graph 1).7
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Graph 1. Preference of market economy

            2010    2016           2010    2016          2010     2016
▼Transition region 2016                   ▼Western Europe 2016

Source: EBRD, 2016.

According to opinion poll conducted by FOCUS agency 
for Conservative Institute in April 2018, 31.4% of Slovak 
respondents preferred economy of free market with mini-
mal state interventions, 38.6 % preferred the “social mar-
ket economy in which the state substantially influence the 
economy” and 17.3 % preferred “the socialist economy 
which existed before 1989”.8

 Capitalism as a social system did not enjoy positive atti-
tude among people (albeit it needs to take into account the 
negative connotation of this term inherited by large part 
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of the population from times of communist propaganda). 
Socio-political nostalgia is still present in views of people. 
According to opinion poll conducted by Institute of Sociol-
ogy of the Slovak Academy of Sciences in 2014, only 7.8% 
of respondents thought that capitalism is the “best social 
system for protection of human dignity”. 15.6% of respon-
dents thought that socialism is the best system for such pro-
tection, however, the biggest share of respondents – 51.0% 
– thought that the best protector would be the mixed sys-
tem (“something in between capitalism and socialism”).9

 Nostalgia to the past is still influencing views of peo-
ple on state of society and its development. According to 
results of survey conducted by FOCUS agency for M.R. 
Štefánik’s Conservative Institute in April 2018, life of peo-
ple before radical changes in November 1989 was consid-
ered as better than life today by 42.6% of respondents; life 
before and after 1989 was the same according to 16.2% 
of respondents. According to 32.1% life was worse before 
1989 than today; 9.0% did not answer (for comparison – in 
2001 the share of people with nostalgia to Communist past 
was dominating – 61.9%) (see graph 2).10
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Graph 2. Comparison of life before and after 1989

Life was much better before 1989
Life was a little better before 1989

Life was/is the same before and after 1989
Life is a little better after 1989
Life is much better after 1989

Do not know
Source: FOCUS, 2018.

Public support for idea of strong social policy and citizens’ 
expectations of active role of the state regulating the basic 
social characteristics of society are high. According to ISSP 
(International Social Survey Programme)/CSES (Compar-
ative Study of Electoral Systems) opinion poll conducted 
in 2016, 72.2% of respondents in Slovakia agreed with the 
statement that government should make decisions to reduce 
differences between people in income (7.1% of respondents 
disagreed with this statement and 17.3% neither denied 
nor supported the statement). Population’s inclinations to 
active role of the state in economy and strong state social 
policy can be clearly seen in respondents’ views on respon-
sibilities of the government. According to the quoted sur-
vey, “it is responsibility of the government” to regulate the 
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prices (according to 84.6% of respondent), to help indus-
try to develop (according to 89.8%), to reduce differenc-
es in income between rich and poor people (according to 
83.8%), to provide good living standard for elderly people 
(according to 96.0%), to provide health care for sick people 
(according to 97.1%) and to secure job for everybody who 
wants to work (according to 90.6%).11

2. Politics and democracy: institutional consolidation,  
human rights, minorities, civil society, media

After 1993, when Slovakia proclaimed its independence, 
Slovak Republic has passed the way of development typi-
cal for newly created state. An institutional model has been 
established which is favorable for adequate representation 
of the interests of various social groups. Based on the con-
stitution, approved in September 1992, the system of insti-
tutions of legislative, executive and judicial branches of 
power was formed.  Slovak Republic is a state with parlia-
mentary form of the government, triple division of power 
(legislative, executive, judicial), standard system of checks 
and balances, efficient mechanism of protection of human 
and minority rights and multiparty system.  
 After gaining the independence in 1993, Slovakia, how-
ever, has undergone turbulent internal developments. The 
transformation process was anything but linear. During 
almost three decades Slovakia was (and still it is) an are-
na of sharp political competition between advocates of 
liberal democratic values and supporters of authoritarian 
approaches, between carriers of different concepts of social 
changes resulting into their rotation in power. 
 Generally, the country’s institutional system during the 
transformation was functional; however, the compliance of 
its functionality and efficiency with the cornerstone prin-
ciples of democracy and rule of law depended on variety 
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of factors. These factors included the prevailing trends 
in domestic political development, proportion of forces 
between main political actors, the internal character and 
ideological background of political parties that operated in 
power, the state of political and legal culture, and last but 
not least personal behavioral characteristics of individual 
politicians. 
 During the transformation, including the period after 
country’s accession to the EU, there were discrepancies 
between formal and informal rules that formed the institu-
tional environment and shaped politicians’ behavior. Per-
haps the most serious problem was the discrepancy between 
the established institutional foundations of country’s politi-
cal system and the way of executing power. Although Slo-
vakia’s political system is based on a consensual model of 
democracy and governments that implemented majoritar-
ian model of governance at the end have been unable to 
change the basic institutional fundaments and the principles 
of constitutional liberalism were relatively firmly anchored 
(largely due to a successful process of democratic consol-
idation after 1998 and membership in the EU since 2004), 
execution of power has drifted away from the consensu-
al model of democracy on account of certain behavioral 
characteristics of dominant political players – authoritarian 
inclinations, clientelistic practices, populist appeal, ethnic 
nationalism. 
 Almost three decade of democratization and democratic 
development affected views of Slovak citizens on democ-
racy. People could define them on the base of their practi-
cal experience taking into account achievements and defi-
ciencies. Long-term persisting  patterns of political culture, 
socio-cultural preferences and historic consciousness of the 
population influenced the process of formation of people’s 
opinions too.
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According to opinion poll conducted in 2017 the support 
for liberal democracy among Slovak citizens outweighs 
(60.0% of respondents), however, with visible inclinations 
to necessity to strengthen the institutes of direct democ-
racy, for example, referenda (58.2% of respondents), that 
indicates the persisting lack of confidence to standard insti-
tutions of representative democracy (only 35.6% of respon-
dents thought that deputies of parliament elected by people 
should decide about important things).  
 Popular support for governance of the “strong hand” is 
not insignificant: 32,4% of respondents – although a minori-
ty, but quite considerable –  opted in the survey for such 
political system that at the expense of removing some civil 
liberties and concentrating power in the hands of strong 
leader would secure order in the country (see table 1).12

Table 1. Support for democracy

Agreed (%)

a.    For Slovakia would be the best to develop 
and further improve liberal democracy

60

b. For Slovakia would be the best to 
introduce such political system that at the 
expense of removing some civil liberties and 
concentrating power in the hands of strong 
leader would secure order in the country

32

a. Decision-making through direct democracy 
should be applied as much as possible; citizens 
should decide in referendum 

58

b. Deputies of parliament elected by people 
should decide about important things 

36

Source: FOCUS, 2016.
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Views of population on the general direction of society’s 
development serve as symptomatic indicator of people’s 
attitude to state of affairs in particular sectors (economy, 
social policy), to outputs of practical measures implemented 
by executive power, however influenced by situational 
feelings generated by variety of specific factors (for 
instance ideological and value preferences, positions of 
political parties in power etc.). In June 2016, three months 
after the last parliamentary elections, social pessimism 
clearly prevailed among Slovaks: only 34% of respondents 
thought that society is heading in right direction while 62% 
were convinced that is going in bad direction.13 Although 
such results could be influenced by dissatisfaction of part 
of the voters with election outputs and unusual composition 
of new ruling coalition, formed after the elections, 
pessimism in perception of society’s development is long-
term trend in Slovakia with rather deviations. Usually, 
the most pessimistic are supporters of those parties which 
are operating in opposition as well as people with lower 
interest about politics.
 The sources of general dissatisfaction with direction of 
country’s development can be identified in respondents’ 
perception of existing societal problems. The hierarchy in 
salience of particular problem is more than telling: 88% 
of respondents are worried by corruption,  clientelism 
and thievery of public assets, 86% by low level of health 
care, 75% by possibility of arrival of bigger number of 
migrants, 69% by the unsolved problems in the regions of 
respondents’ residence, 69% by backwardness of domestic 
school system, 68% by growing influence of extremists 
and 66% by persisting problems in coexistence of Roma 
and non-Roma citizens (see table 2).14
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Table 2. Pressing problems

Worried Not 
worried

Do not know/ 
problem does 

not exist
Corruption, clientelism 
and thievery of public 
assets

88 9 3

Low level of health 
care

86 10 4

Possibility of arrival 
of bigger number of 
migrants to the country

75 19 6

Unsolved problems in 
respondents’ regions

69 21 10

Backwardness of 
domestic school system

69 21 10

Growing influence of 
extremists

68 21 11

Persisting problems in 
coexistence of Roma 
and non-Roma 

66 25 9

Difficulties of the 
EU in handling with 
current crises

65 27 8

Spreading of hatred, 
intolerance and 
conspiracy theories 
through social 
networks

54 27 19

Power expansionism of 
Putin’s Russia

31 42 27

Source: Institute for Public Affairs (IVO)/FOCUS, 2016.

Sociological surveys revealed the low level of overall con-
fidence among people in Slovakia also symptomatic phe-
nomenon. In 2016, only 17% of respondents indicated that 
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most people can be trusted, while 81% felt the necessity to 
be cautious.15

 Without further elaboration which would help to identi-
fy the deeper historical,  socio-cultural and psychological 
roots of such low level of mutual trust among people in 
Slovakia we can argue that phenomenon of general distrust 
corresponds to prevailingly low level of trust to political 
and state institutions. Around two-thirds of the population 
distrust to three branches of power: the government (63%), 
the parliament (62%) and the judiciary (67%). Political par-
ties, the immediate actors of representative democracy, are 
untrustworthy for almost three fourths of citizens (71%). 
 An exception is position of the head of the state (incum-
bent president Andrej Kiska was elected in 2014 as an in-
dependent, non-partisan candidate) which enjoyed trust of 
two thirds of citizens (66%). Local self-governments are 
trustworthy for 60% of people. Another (and the last) insti-
tution which enjoy trust of citizens (though not majority) is 
ombudsman for human rights – 46% of citizens trust to this 
institution (43% distrust to it).  Close to trust to ombuds-
man is trust to NGOs (45% : 46%). Lower level of trust 
than of distrusts was encountered by police (45% : 53%), 
trade unions (42% : 49%) and churches (42% : 53%) (see 
table 3).16
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Table 3. Trust to institutions

Trust (%) Distrust 
(%)

President 66 32
Local self-government 60 38
NGOs 45 46
Police 45 53
Trade unions 42 49
Parliament 35 62
Government 35 63
Judiciary, courts 29 67
Political parties 26 71

Source: Institute for Public Affairs (IVO)/FOCUS, 2016.

Critical attitude to political institutions is boosted inter alia 
by anti-establishment sentiment of people based on persua-
sion that politicians do not serve to society, country or other 
people, but exclusively to themselves. Antiestablishment 
feelings, the natural reservoir for populist political forces, 
are usually supportive for spreading the conspiratorial way 
of thinking. There are three broader factors which contrib-
ute today to formation of favorable conditions for dissemi-
nating the conspiracy ideas and discourse in Slovakia: 

- general radicalization of public and political life re-
sulted into penetration of right-wing extremist political 
forces with conspiratorial credo into the mainstream 
politics,
- waves of conspiracy theories and hoaxes rolling into 
the country from outside (mostly from Russia) that find 
in the country receptive audience and committed mul-
tipliers,
- online information sources and social networks serve 
as efficient channels for dissemination of conspiracy 
contents. 
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Results of representative opinion polls show inclinations of 
considerable (sometimes even prevailing) part of the pop-
ulation to conspiratorial perception of reality. In represen-
tative survey conducted by IVO/FOCUS agency in 2017, 
61.0% of respondents agreed with the statement: “Reality 
is mostly different than it is presented; the powerful se-
cret groups govern the world in accordance with the secret 
plans”, while the statement “World is a complex, however 
we know substantial things about important events” was 
endorsed only by 34.2% of respondents (see table 4). 

Table 4. Conspiratorial views on the world

Statement A Agree (%)
World is a complex, however we know 
substantial things about important 
events

34

Statement B Agree (%)
Reality is mostly different than it is 
presented; the powerful secret groups 
govern the world in accordance with 
the  secret plans

61

Source: Institute for Public Affairs (IVO)/FOCUS, 2017.

Previously conducted surveys showed visible inclination 
of Slovaks to conspiratorial views on domestic political de-
velopments too (see table 5).
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Table 5. “Actually, it is not the government that runs the 
country: we don’t know who pulls the strings” (%) 

Agree strongly 20
63

Tend to agree 43
Tend to disagree 16

25
Disagree strongly 9
Don'r know/no answer 12 12

Source: Institute for Public Affairs (IVO)/Political Capital Institute, 
2013.

According to recent GLOBSEC Policy Institute survey 
46% of Slovaks manifest their belief to conspiracy theories 
– the highest share among population of all V4 countries 
(see graph 3).

Graph 3. Belief in conspiracies in V4

Source: GLOBSEC, 2018.



31

Efficient protection of human rights is inseparable part of 
democratic order. After more than four decades of absence 
of freedom and political repressions during the communist 
governance, restoration of respectful attitude of the state to 
human rights was the most valuable output of democratiza-
tion. The efficient system of protection of human rights was 
constituted in Slovakia since 1989 that allowed the country 
to be a full-fledged member of the Council of Europe and 
later of European Union. Slovak constitution guarantees 
citizens the basic rights and civil liberties, proclaims the 
independence of judiciary and creates the framework for 
rule of law. Special laws including the antidiscrimination 
legislation regulate human rights agenda in specific areas 
(among ethnic minorities and people with disabilities, in 
media sphere etc.). 
 However, the practice often reveals the frequent difficul-
ties, mostly referred to lower level of ability and willing-
ness of state institutions to secure the regime of equality of 
people. Phenomenon of “selective justice” (ergo unequal 
approach of law enforcement organs to citizens) is one of 
the complicating factors. Unfriendly attitude to minorities, 
based on xenophobic approach, constitutes another one.
 In the recent years the radicalization of political and pub-
lic life of Slovakia served as breeding soil for activities of 
anti-systemic political forces. It appeared in several lines, 
in different contexts, it was influenced by various factors, 
both internal and external.
 Some representatives of the mainstream political forc-
es radicalized their rhetoric on issues linked to relations 
between majority population and minority communities. 
Radical, extremist and anti-system forces strengthened 
their positions on the political scene. The dissemination of 
discursive contents promoting ethnic nationalism, racism, 
anti-Semitism, resistance to the principles of liberal democ-
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racy, challenging pro-Western foreign and security policy 
intensified thanks to use of modern information technol-
ogies. Specific external factors (e.g. migration to Europe, 
Russia’s hybrid war against the West) became more rele-
vant in increasing the radicalization – both among the pop-
ulation and politicians. 
 Through populist appeal the extremist political forces are 
gaining support for their program from those parts of the 
population that are skeptical to results of social transfor-
mation, indifferent or negligent to democratic values and 
norms. Extremist openly employ rude social demagogu-
ery, xenophobia and anti-Western moods to expand and 
strengthen their electoral base. In 2016 general elections, 
the neo-fascist party LSNS succeeded to qualify into the 
parliament. For the first time in the history of the post-com-
munist Slovakia, the anti-systemic force whose activities 
and overall profile stand in contradiction to the fundamen-
tal principles of democracy is represented in the country’s 
legislative body. It is one of the biggest challenges to lib-
eral democracy, the country’s Euro-Atlantic foreign policy 
priorities and civic coexistence inside.
 Overall radicalization of public and political live in Slo-
vakia in recent years has signed under the worsening at-
titudes of majority population towards minority groups. 
There was an unfortunate shift in direction of more xeno-
phobic perception of minority communities. Compared to 
the recent past, the social distance of majority population 
has increased in relation to ethnic, religious and otherwise 
defined minority communities (see table 6).
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Table 6. Social distance towards selected groups

I would not like to have as 
neighbors:

2008 
(%)

2017 
(%)

Roma family 70 79

Moslem family 32 73
Family of migrants from less 
developed countries 21 59

Gay couple 34 54
Lesbian couple 25 48

Bisexual 25 45

Asian family 22 43

African („black“) family 21 43

Jewish family 11 30

Ukrainian family 17 25

Long term unemployed person 11 23

Person with mental disorder 11 23

Hungarian family 17 17

Person with physical disorder 3 6

Source: Institute for Public Affairs (IVO)/FOCUS, 2008, 2017.

One of the specific indicators of attitude of majority pop-
ulation to people with other cultural and religious back-
grounds are opinions of people on foreigners, migrants and 
refugees from abroad’ in the current context also on the 
state and the EU’s policy in this issue as well as the overall 
people’s set-up toward openness to the surrounding world.
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In the second half of 2015, a few months before parlia-
mentary elections, in Slovakia, in a country which was de 
facto untouched by the refugee crisis on the practical level 
(especially in comparison with other EU member states, 
including neighboring Hungary), a social atmosphere was 
formed marked by fears of refugees, of arrival of migrants 
from other countries. There was a strong feeling of danger 
from the outside and hope that refugees at the end would 
not come, as well as the unequivocal refusal to accept ref-
ugees and to help them. The public attitudes were charac-
terized by low acceptance of EU’s policy on migration and 
refugees and, at the same time, by high support for Slovak 
government’s policy. The public views were undoubtedly 
influenced not only by the publicized reports on events re-
lated to refugee crisis in Europe, but also by stances pre-
sented by political actors, in particular by intentionally 
spreading concerns about arrival of high number of  for-
eign migrants.
 Opinion polls conducted in June – December 2015 sig-
naled the increasing importance of foreign migration issue 
perceived by Slovak citizens and increasing concerns about 
the possible arrival of refugees. This trend was also ob-
served in other EU countries. The European-wide EURO-
BAROMETER survey on the perception of major societal 
challenges published in July 2015 has shown that the EU’s 
population was seriously concerned about the migration 
from the outside (such concerns on average level across the 
EU were expressed by 38% of respondents). In Slovakia, 
35% of respondents were concerned about immigration, 
despite the fact that, unlike some other countries, Slovakia 
did not experience any massive flow of refugees.17

 Strengthening the migration flows to Europe from the 
Middle East, however, overlapped in Slovakia with politi-
cal parties’ preparation for parliamentary elections planned 
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for March 2016. The public views on the refugee crisis were 
thus the subject of special attention by political parties and 
their leaders. This was a topic inclusion of which into the 
pre-election mobilization arsenal gave parties opportunity 
to gain additional support from citizens.
 In survey conducted by the agency 2muse, conducted in 
September 2015, more than 40% of respondents admitted 
that migration is a topic that would influence their decision 
in next year parliamentary elections.18 Data from other sur-
veys showed that the readiness and willingness to accept 
refugees was quite low among Slovaks. In survey conduct-
ed in June 2015 by Polis Slovakia agency, up to 70.1% of 
respondents said they were not “in favor of receiving refu-
gees from the Middle East and North Africa on the basis of 
quotas proposed by the European Union”. Among the then 
main ruling party Smer-SD’s supporters such respondents 
constituted 81.5%, compared with 67.9% among the sup-
porters of the then parliamentary opposition parties. Asked 
“Do you think these refugees pose a threat to the security 
of Slovakia and its inhabitants?” 63.4% of respondents re-
sponded “yes”.19

 As the second most serious problem for the country in 
Polis Slovakia agency survey (July 2015) respondents re-
ported a “problem with migrants” (39.7%) after unemploy-
ment (43.1%) and before the health care (28.8%), low pen-
sions (27, 5%) and low wages (25.8%).20 Several months 
later, in September 2015, in survey conducted by the Euro-
pean Analytical Center (EAC), the largest share of respon-
dents (34.3%) described refugees as the most serious social 
problem in Slovakia, before unemployment (17.5%) and 
corruption (16.0%).21

 The setup of the population to the closeness of the coun-
try against the arrival of refugees and foreign migrants was 
confirmed by another survey conducted by Polis Slovakia 
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agency (August 2015) in which the majority of respon-
dents (63.5%) positively evaluated the proceeding of the 
government of the neighboring Hungary, which started to 
build a “Schengen” fence on the border with Serbia in or-
der to prevent refugees from entering the country; only 
23% of the respondents did not endorse such a proceed-
ing.22 FOCUS agency survey for daily newspaper Sme has 
confirmed that Robert Fico’s government managed to con-
vince the vast majority of Slovaks about the correctness of 
their migration policy: up to 89% of respondents agreed 
with the government’s approach to the refugee crisis.23

 According to the mentioned 2 muse survey (September 
2015), only 18% of respondents said that Slovakia would 
become a new home country for the refugees.24 Inhabitants 
of the Slovak Republic were dissatisfied with the EU ap-
proach towards solving the refugee crisis: the EAC survey 
(September 2015) showed dissatisfaction of 82.6% of the 
respondents while only 9.9% were satisfied.25

 According to a survey conducted by the Institute of So-
ciology of the Slovak Academy of Sciences and FOCUS 
agency in December 2015,  up to 70% of citizens were 
afraid (“very” and “enough”) of the arrival of refugees to 
Europe, another 27.1% feared only a little, and about 2.5%  
did not worry.  The survey also revealed certain peculiari-
ties in the perception of the refugee issue. Although up to 
70% of respondents said they were worried about the ref-
ugees’ arrival, only 7.1% admitted that refugees wanted to 
come to Slovakia, while up to 63.9% thought that refugees 
did not want to come. It was therefore a combination of 
realistic estimate of the low interest of refugees to come to 
Slovakia with high level of concern about their arrival. This 
particular, rather inconsistent pattern of consideration was 
accompanied by a steadily low rate of willingness to help 
refugees. Responding to the question “How do Europeans 
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have to treat those refugees who have already arrived?” 
49.0% of respondents leaned to possibility of “helping only 
in absolutely necessary cases” and 19.4% to “not helping 
them at all”. “Helping to a limited extent” would want 
23.5% and “helping significantly” only 1.5%.26

 The opinion of the population on migration in the con-
text of the refugee crisis in Europe was surveyed by another 
EUROBAROMETER/PARLEMETER poll in September 
2015. Data from this survey confirmed that Slovakia be-
longed to those European countries whose population was 
characterized by the highest level of resistance to accep-
tance of migrants and to common approach of EU member 
states in solving the problem.
 The problem of immigration was seen in this survey as 
the main challenge for the EU by 49% of Slovak citizens, 
while on 2013 it was only 3% of respondents with the 
same opinion.27 In terms of the importance of this prob-
lem, Slovakia did not differentiate from the EU28 average 
(47%). At the same time, however, the inhabitants of the 
Slovak Republic manifested the lowest level of support for 
pan-European solutions and the highest degree of close-
ness against arrival of refugees and migrants; compared to 
some Western European countries – Germany, the Nether-
lands, Spain, Sweden and others – the difference was liter-
ally translucent. Only 40% of Slovakia’s population (the 
last place in the ranking among all EU member states) sup-
ported the idea of   strengthening the decision-making pro-
cess on immigration at the EU level (the EU-28 average 
was 66%). Only 45% of Slovak citizens (the last place in 
the EU) agreed that the EU should offer funds for the so-
called “frontier states” to manage the arrival of migrants 
(the EU28 average was 62%). Only 50% of citizens of the 
Slovak Republic (the penultimate place in the EU) thought 
that the legal procedure for the acceptance of migrants 
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should be the same throughout the EU (the EU28 average 
was 79%). Only 53% of citizens of Slovakia (the penul-
timate place in the EU) supported the idea of   simplifying 
the legal procedure for the acceptance of migrants for an 
effective solution of the problem of the “illegal migration” 
(EU28 average was 66%). Only 31% of Slovakia’s citizens 
(the last place in the EU) agreed that migrants should be 
more evenly displaced across the EU (the EU28 average 
was 78%). Only 19% of citizens of the Slovak Republic 
(the last place in the EU) agreed that some sectors of the 
country’s economy needed the “legal migrants” as labor 
force (the EU27 average was 51%). The closeness towards 
migrants from abroad was also reflected in the relation of 
Slovak citizens to migrants-citizens of other EU member 
states: only 31% of Slovak citizens (the last place in the 
EU) considered their presence as good thing for the coun-
try’s economy (the EU28 average was 56%) and only 39% 
(the penultimate place in the EU) considered them as good 
thing in terms of the diversity of the country’s cultural life 
(the EU28 average was 66%).
 An area which encountered positive outputs of democ-
ratization is civil society. Civil society actors are the most 
committed and passionate defenders of democratic val-
ues, in the current context it is them who are capable to 
counterbalance the radical tendencies.  After the collapse 
of communist regime civil society in Slovakia acted as the 
strongest supporter of democratic changes and European 
integration. Slovakia’s experience confirmed that the level 
of civil society development is one of the crucial precondi-
tions for successful transitions to democracy and protection 
of democracy from recidivism of authoritarian tendencies. 
Civic sector in Slovakia is independent and diverse, enjoy-
ing generally favorable legal framework and reputable po-
sition in public. Besides registered nonprofit organizations 
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(civic associations, unions, foundations, non-investment 
funds etc.), many new informal initiatives, new leaders and 
new projects, often of small scope, enriching the quality of 
life in communities, emerged and become visible. Slovak 
NGOs are operating not only domestically but also as the 
constituent parts of international networks, developing the 
functional alliances with international partners and donors. 
At the same time, however the representatives of nonprofit 
organizations repeatedly express their concerns over finan-
cial sustainability of civil society organizations, free access 
to information, equality with the state sector in providing 
services, unfair pressure and defamation from politicians 
and insufficient participation of public representatives in 
policymaking process. NGOs continue to be actively in-
volved into activities to strengthen and defend democracy, 
rule of law, human rights and constitutionalism and to cope 
with authoritarian tendencies, corruption, extremism and 
radical rhetoric.
 Although the degree of embeddedness of different types 
of civil society organizations (service-providing organi-
zations, advocacy groups, activist NGOs, watchdogs, hu-
man-rights organizations, environment protection groups, 
think-tanks etc.) is different, the overall reputation of 
NGOs among the population is positive despite the efforts 
of illiberal forces to discredit them (see table 7). 

Table 7. Perception of non-governmental organizations 

2003 2005 2016
Positive and neutral associations 
with NGOs

57 65 70

Negative associations with NGOs 12 12 11
Non-informed response 31 23 19

Source: Institute for Public Affairs (IVO)/FOCUS, 2003, 2005, 
2016.
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NGOs continue to be actively involved into activities to 
strengthen and defend liberal democracy, rule of law, hu-
man rights and constitutionalism and to cope with author-
itarian tendencies, corruption, extremism, xenophobia and 
radical rhetoric.
 Media constitute important part of Slovakia’s public 
sphere. Existence of free and independent media is one 
of the most spectacular achievements of democratization. 
During the transformation they represented the plural-
ist platform for different voices that reflected the existent 
opinion, political and value streams. Essential was a role of 
media in transition – both public and private (independent) 
media.  Serving as an important channel of delivering the 
necessary information about socio-political life to citizens 
and enjoying generally favorable conditions for their work, 
media in Slovakia are affected by problematic or clear-
ly negative elements (pressure to independent journalists 
from active politicians, businessmen, bureaucrats,  and 
judges who sued journalists in courts, conflicts with state 
officials, uneven quality of journalism, “tabloidization” of  
the media outlets, lack of funds for investigatory activi-
ties, changes in ownerships in favor of domestic oligarchic 
business groups). Significance of individual types of media 
outlets for different segments of society is changing too 
causing serious implications for the whole public and polit-
ical life. New media are competing with “traditional” ones 
for attracting the audience.
 According to representative survey conducted by Inter-
national Republican Institute in 2017, the main sources of 
daily social and political news for the population in Slova-
kia are: commercial TV and radio (33% of respondents), 
public TV and radio (30%), online news sources (23%) and 
major newspapers (14%) (see table 8). 
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Table 8. Sources of daily social and political news (aver-
age population; %)

Commercial TV and radio 33
Public TV and radio 30
Online news sources (e.g. newspapers, websites, 
blogs)

23

Major newspapers 14
Source: IRI, 2017.

However, big gap can be observed in proportion between 
different types of media as sources of information for 
younger and older generations. While among people in age 
of 60+ years there are 26% recipients of news from com-
mercial TV and radio, 56% from public TV and radio, 16% 
from major newspapers and only 2% from online news re-
sources, among the generation of 18 – 29 years the propor-
tion is substantially different: 32% are recipients of news 
from commercial TV and radio, only 16% from public TV 
and radio, 9% from major newspapers and 43% from on-
line news resources (see table 9). 

Table 9. Sources of daily social and political news (select-
ed age cohorts; %)

Age 18-29 Age 60+
Commercial TV and radio 32 26
Public TV and radio 16 56 
Online news sources (e.g. 
newspapers, websites, blogs) 43   2

Major newspapers   9 16
Source: IRI, 2017.
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In IRI survey, 40% of respondents admitted they used so-
cial networks as sources of information every day, anoth-
er 32% occasionally (once or twice per week). 11% of re-
spondents used the “alternative” media outlets (“alt-right” 
with xenophobic and conspiratorial content – both online 
and printed), another 23% used them occasionally. Only 
38% of respondents fully trust to major media and consider 
them professional and unbiased.28

Foreign policy: pro-Western drive, membership in the 
EU and NATO

In spite the fact that pro-Western line in Slovakia’s foreign 
policy was officially declared by all country’s government 
since 1993, the way to the Western integration groupings 
was more than uneasy. 
 The Slovak Republic was the only V4 country that after 
the collapse of the communist regime in 1989 had to under-
go a new struggle for democracy and principal democratic 
character of political regime. Due to its troubled domestic 
development between 1994 and 1998, Slovakia failed to 
comply with political criteria for the EU membership and 
was left outside the first, the so-called Luxembourg, group 
of candidate countries. In 1994–1998, the European Union 
warned the Slovak government many times that country 
demonstrated serious violations of the rule of law and signs 
of institutional instability as a result of practical steps by 
the cabinet and the ruling majority in the parliament.  Since 
Slovakia was self-disqualified  from  the accession  process  
in  1994–1998 due  to  non-compliance  with  the  Copen-
hagen  criteria,  its integration ambitions and chances were 
restored only after the authoritarian forces were defeated 
by democrats in elections in autumn 1998. The accession 
process was thus re-launched in 1999 and completed in 
2002. Many substantial reform measures,  formally  or  in-
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formally  needed  for  membership  in  the  EU,  were 
implemented during this short period of time. Slovakia 
succeeded to complete the process of its accession to the 
EU in the same time as seven other post-communist states 
(the rest of the V4, Baltic 3, and Slovenia), although all 
these states started their movement to the EU much earlier 
and had more time for the reforms. In 2003 in referendum 
about membership in the EU, 92.46% of voters participat-
ed (with turnout of 52.15%) voted „yes“. In 2004 Slovakia 
became the full-fledged member of the EU. In 2007 coun-
try enter the Schengen zone of free movement of citizens 
and in 2009 it introduced the common European currency.
 The troubling domestic political developments in 90s 
prevented Slovakia from entering NATO in the first wave 
of Alliance’s enlargement after the collapse of the Commu-
nist regimes in Central and Eastern Europe. Starting from 
1999, country had to develop special efforts to catch up the 
enlargement process. As a result it succeeded to complete 
the accession procedures in November 2002 and subse-
quently reached the membership in 2004.
 There is an official national consensus between main 
political actors about pro-Western foreign and external 
security and defense policy of the state (exclusion is the 
neo-fascist ĽSNS party, which is openly anti-Western and 
pro-Russian). However, the degree of firmness of partic-
ular parties in expression of their pro-Western stances is 
different: some parties are clearly pro-EU and pro-NATO, 
other present rather ambivalent or even controversial atti-
tudes.
 What are Slovakia’s citizens’ views on issues of foreign 
policy and overall external orientation, including external 
security policy? Sociological surveys indicate that they are 
marked by certain ambivalence, although the ultimate shift 
towards the membership in Euro-Atlantic organizations 
prevails. 
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It needs to say that there some peculiar circumstances ex-
isted related to country’s history which were supportive for 
appearance and persistence of “geopolitical ambiguity” in 
population’s views on foreign policy. They included, for 
example, activities of reputable national political and in-
tellectual circles of 19th and 20th centuries emphasizing ne-
cessity to build special relations with Russia on the basis of 
linguistic and cultural closeness of Slovaks and Russians. 
These circles were drawing image of Russia as a genuine 
defender of small Slavic nations in Central East and South 
East Europe from their alleged historic “enemies” or “op-
pressors” (Germans, Hungarians, Turks). This kind of nar-
ratives elaborated in style of “political Russophilia” is still 
relevant in country’s public discourse and in certain degree 
it counterbalances the influence of pro-Western views. 
 Another factor is related to substantial part of the pop-
ulation’s contextual perception of Communist regime, 
which functioned in Slovakia in the second half of 20th cen-
tury in conditions of the delayed modernization. The grad-
ual equalizing of differences that existed between Czech 
and Slovak parts of the common Czechoslovak state in 
socio-economic area, the process of Slovakia’s  industri-
alization and urbanization, technological achievements in 
agriculture, building of the developed state education and 
health system – all these elements of country’s modern-
ization under the Communism rule created preconditions 
for less critical perception of undemocratic nature of the 
regime, which was implanted and supported from the out-
side (USSR), and its clear anti-Western drive. A process 
called “normalization” (i.e., cadre purge and removal of the 
Prague Spring 1968 reformist legacy) after Soviet invasion 
in August 1968 chronologically coincided with the process 
of federalization of Czechoslovak state that also influenced 
the perception of socio-political developments by the pop-
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ulation. This led to the softening of opposition against the 
regime and Soviet occupation, and created more favorable 
environment for less critical or even positive perception 
of Soviet Union (Russia) with long term implications for 
views on foreign policy orientations.
 According to public opinion survey conducted by 
GLOBSECc Policy Institute in March 2018, 21% of re-
spondents indicated that they consider Slovakia part of the 
West, while 56% think their country is placed in some-
where between the East and the West. 13% of respondents 
consider Slovakia a part of the East (the rest – 10% – does 
not have an opinion).29

Graph 4. Population’s geopolitical orientations

Source: GLOBSEC, 2018.
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Despite the ambiguity concerning the geopolitical place-
ment of the country, population remains prevailingly 
pro-Western-oriented in issues of practical implementation 
of country’s foreign policy and external priorities as well as 
participation in European integration.
 In survey conducted in 2016, 57.0% of respondents 
declared that membership in NATO is an important for 
the country’s security. In hypothetical referendum about 
Slovakia’s membership in the EU 68.0% of respondents 
would vote for “remain” option and only 18.8% would 
vote for “leave” (13.3% could not answer the question). 
In hypothetical referendum about membership in NATO 
52.9% of respondents would vote for “remain” option and 
27.6% would vote for “leave” (19.5% could not answer the 
question).30

 In survey conducted by FOCUS agency in April 2018, 
74.7% of respondents agreed with Slovakia’s membership 
in the EU while only 22.3% disagreed (3.0% did not know 
answer).31

3. Conclusions

The process of democratic transition in Slovakia was 
undoubtedly successful as far as its outputs are concerned 
as well as their long term sustainability. Transition was 
implemented in relatively favorable geopolitical situation – 
effectiveness of Western “soft power” (supportive behavior 
of the West and its openness to accept the reformed post-
communist countries as constituent parts of its integration 
groupings) vis-à-vis  weakness of the post-Soviet Russia 
which tried to oppose to integration of Central European 
states into the EU and NATO. The pro-reform and pro-
Western segments of national political elite succeeded 
to work out and to introduce reforms, used the window 
of opportunity opened after governance of illiberal 



47

authoritarian forces for quick and massive movement 
in transition process and integration in 1998 – 2006.  
Reformists also succeeded to persuade population about 
strategic choice for the country – necessity of reforms and 
membership in the Western groupings. They did it despite 
the doubts and ambiguity in views of large parts of the 
population concerning characteristics of the new society, 
the fundaments on which it should be built, on country’s 
positions and interactions with the outer world. Empirical 
findings from opinion polls about public reflection of 
transition indicate the shifts in positive direction in some 
areas, at the same time show persisting problematic (from 
the normative point of view) attitudes and approaches in 
other ones. 
 In democratic society public opinion is an important 
element providing feedback to political actors and policy 
makers that signals the overall setup of the social environ-
ment towards policies. For skillful competent reformists 
public opinion is a challenge that should not discourage 
them from implementation of the reform, however contro-
versial or unpopular they can be, but conversely, should 
lead them to more inventive and efficient approaches – if 
reformists are convinced that reforms will have sustainable 
positive implications. Slovak path of transition confirms it.
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