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Abstract
The aim of the article is to find out the connection between online media
and the manifestations of the components of public opinion about the military
conflict and the prospects for peace. The study uses methods such as content
analysis, scaling, and correlation analysis. In the study, the hypothesis of the
connection between online media content and societal changes in public opinion in
Ukraine during the war was confirmed. It was determined that society’s confidence
in victory was significantly related to changes in online media’s information field.
The attitude towards the Armed Forces of Ukraine correlates only with the
perception of news about military operations. The disposition towards the Ukrainian
governing bodies is not contingent upon the interpretation of digital media content.
The desire to continue the fight correlates with the war awareness level and
reporting on domestic politics in digital media. The idea of future peace in public
opinion is closely related to the idea of justice and victory broadcast in online media.

Keywords: online media, public opinion, martial law, confidence in victory,
prospects for peace.

Introduction

Contemporary society is a highly dynamic framework wherein social
processes are influenced by myriad subjective and objective factors. In this context,
it is worth mentioning public opinion, which influences the activity of citizens and
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the actions of the authorities (Howe & Krosnick, 2022), as well as determines the
passage of social crises, in particular, in the field of healthcare (Wang et al., 2022),
the instability of state security in the face of military threats (Mueller, 2021). The
emergence and dynamics of this phenomenon depend on socio-cultural factors as
well as society’s technological development (Tiratelli, 2023). The influence of
digital media is especially relevant in this regard, as it is closely integrated into all
spheres of social relations (Hepp, 2022). In contemporary society, digital media
substantially influences human well-being, occupational pursuits, ecological
interactions, economic systems, and the holistic development of an individual’s
character (Rohlinger & Sobieraj, 2020). However, despite the unconditional
relevance of the issue, the role of online media in social processes has not been
sufficiently revealed (Hampton, 2023). The significance of digital media in social
processes necessitates a thorough examination of biological, psychological, social,
and technical frameworks to gain insight into their interdependence and
harmonization (Baecker, 2023) and their influence on shaping public opinion
(Svitla, 2023). Amidst the plethora of scholarly literature about multifarious facets
of the Russian-Ukrainian war, we find only a few attempts to study the influence of
the media on shaping public opinion (Selvarajah & Fiorito, 2023; Pavlik, 2022).
Because of the above, there are gaps in the scientific understanding of the most
relevant mechanisms for society’s functioning in wartime.

The study aims to find out the relationship between online media and the
manifestations of the components of public opinion about the military conflict and
its prospects.

Research Objectives

¢ to identify the elements, factors, and mechanisms of public opinion
formation.

¢ to analyze the dynamics of public opinion in Ukraine during the military
conflict of 2022-2023;

e establish a connection between the content and perception of
information in online media and changes in public opinion about the
prospects for peace and military conflict.

Methods and Materials

The following stages of the study were carried out:

Research planning stage. The chronological boundaries of the stage are 1-
30 March 2022. The war’s onset exacerbated the issue of the background of
information in social processes, so it was decided that the current scientific research
should be carried out. The research procedure included the analysis of theoretical



Pakistan Journal of Criminology 433

sources, clarification of the methodology and research methods, research resources
(time, human, material), sampling, and determining the compliance of the planned
research with moral and ethical standards. The study is based on the hypothesis of
the relationship between online media content and changes in public opinion in
Ukrainian society during the war.

The stage of collecting the empirical material involved implementing
planned procedures using available methodological, material, human, and time
resources. In doing so, well-grounded research tools were used. This stage spanned
from April 2022 to December 2023.

The analytical stage was aimed at identifying quantitative trends in the work
of online media and changes in public opinion with their subsequent description.
Given the study specifics, this stage occurred concurrently with collecting empirical
material.

The concluding stage entailed the data analysis using genetic and structural
methodologies. It took place from December 2023 to January 2024.

Tools

Content analysis was used to collect data on the subject of research. The
reliability and validity of the tool were confirmed by scientific studies (Zhang &
Wildemuth, 2005). This method involves the analysis of Internet media content,
which aims to identify predominant patterns in the realm of information within
Ukrainian society. At the same time, the quantitative aspect of the keywords’ usage
frequency and emotionally coloured messages in publications was recorded. Using
deductive-inductive analysis of the media messages, the following reporting types
were established: information messages about the course of hostilities; information
reports on the internal political war aspects (authorities’ decisions and activities);
reporting on the foreign policy war aspects (interaction with other countries);
messages on neutral topics that are not directly related to the war (art, sports, crime);
“positive” expert analytics on the topic of war; “negative” expert analysis on the
topic of war. The scaling method was used to identify the peculiarities of public
opinion, which provided for interviewees’ assessment of current social issues during
martial law. The subjects were asked to evaluate the following aspects on a ten-
point scale: confidence in victory, attitude towards the Ukrainian authorities,
attitude towards the Armed Forces of Ukraine, and readiness to continue the military
struggle for a long time. So, the numerical value of 10 was a representation of
optimal acceptance, while the numeric value of 1 was assigned to denote minimal
approval.
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The sample was comprised of Ukrainian citizens who utilized social
networking platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok. The sample size
exhibited instability due to the study’s duration of 21 months, so the number of
interviewees ranged from 221 to 254. The study involved participants aged 18-60
years from different regions of Ukraine. At the same time, we tried to achieve
uniformity in participants’ territorial distribution. We can see that the sample
corresponded to the requirement for the representativeness of conducting
psychological research.

Data collection was carried out by contacting the interviewees via social
networks. According to the study’s framework, respondents were supposed to take
a survey at the end of each month about their attitude to key aspects of the Russian-
Ukrainian war. Also, participants agreed that at least every 2-3 days, they would
disseminate information from online news sites that resonates with their mood and
current situation.

The data analysis involved calculating the percentage trends in the
frequency of certain information messages on the pages of network users, indicators
of average values of public opinion manifestations, and Pearson correlation
coefficients to clarify the links between the content of online media and public
opinion elements in the context of Russian military aggression. The SPSS program
was utilized.

The compliance of the study with ethical requirements was ensured as a
result of detailed information from participants about the course of scientific
research and ways of using the obtained data.

Literature Review

Public opinion broadly reflects the beliefs, ideological constructs, and
citizens’ emotions regarding various aspects of social life that arise in a democratic
society (Freeland, 2015). Public opinion develops through the interaction of
individuals in society, which involves exchanging information, views, and points of
view (Mallinson & Hatemi, 2018). According to Perrin and McFarland (2011), the
principal features of this social phenomenon are collectivism, dynamism, and
reactivity. The key factors of shaping public sentiment are as follows: information,
media, social interaction, education and life experience of members of society, the
social and political context of interaction, emotions, and values of participants in
interaction (Ausat, 2023). As noted by Wei et al. (2022), authoritative public figures
known to the general public significantly influence public opinion. The
experimental confirmation of the influence exerted by both the majority and expert
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opinion on forming a collective stance towards certain phenomena was shown
(Moussaid et al., 2013). The researchers concluded that trusting relationships in the
community are more important in achieving a common attitude to a situation
(consensus) than group pressure (Cheng & Yu, 2019). Lu et al. (2019) scientific
study affirms the findings regarding the negligible impact of social pressure caused
by increased public scrutiny on shaping public opinion.

Changes in group opinions and experiences are determined by the
difference in people’s attitudes and evaluations and the structure of network
interaction (Dong et al., 2022). In social media platforms, the impact of collective
pressure on shaping a cohesive perspective regarding certain social events is more
pronounced (Ferraioli & Ventre, 2019). The opinions of social media users are
significantly influenced by informal communication channels, namely rapidly
disseminated online hearsay within social media (Lan et al., 2020). Social media
platforms have emerged as a valuable instrument for fostering civil society and
unifying citizens around prevalent state and societal issues (Rudyk, 2020).
Collective views on the situation on the Internet are developed through discussions
and active information exchange (Ausat, 2023). The above situation encourages the
use of social media as a tool for studying public opinion dynamics (Dong & Lian,
2021).

The considerable impact of media on the shaping and dissemination of
public sentiment warrants separate consideration (Li & Zhu, 2020). The general
scheme of media’s influence on public opinion determines the intensive
communication exchange of society members, which leads to a central shift or the
formation of an extreme attitude to the situation (McKeown & Sheehy, 2006).
Regarding the subject of the current article, it should be noted that specific
indicators of public opinion in online media are likes, shares, and comments
illustrating agreement or disagreement with public attitudes towards certain events
(Ross et al., 2021). On the other hand, the dynamic involvement of digital media
renders it much more difficult to establish the benchmarks for verifying the veracity
or falsity of public opinion (Lock, 2023), as well as stimulates its radicalization and
polarization (Pansanella et al., 2023). The algorithmic influence of online media
establishes the so-called “digital truth” regime, which restricts human autonomy
and freedom of action, thus shaping manipulative public opinion (Rouvroy & Berns,
2018). The impact of negative emotions on shaping public opinion in digital media
is especially pronounced, which characterizes the so-called post-truth era (Li, 2023).

Despite the significant number of scholarly publications, the role of online
media in shaping public opinion during the war remains insufficiently addressed.
One potential rationale for this phenomenon is its commonplace nature and inherent
emotional resonance, which interferes with a systematic study of the problem.
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Results

The generalized results of the content analysis of the subject’s activity in
the online media are presented in Table 1. Legend: IM (information messages) —
information messages about the course of military operations; DP (domestic policy)
— information about internal political processes, namely decisions and actions of
central and regional authorities; FP (foreign policy) — information about the foreign
policy aspects of the war (interaction with other countries); NT (neutral topics) —
messages on neutral topics that are not directly war-related (art, sports, crime); PA
is positive expert analytics on the topic of war, offering encouraging narratives and
forecasts about the course of hostilities (“victory analytics™); NA is negative expert
analytics on the topic of war, emphasizing the shortcomings and miscalculations of
the Ukrainian state, which suggests gloomy and disheartening forecasts.

Table 1
Perception dynamics of online media by the interviewees in the conditions of war
Research Distribution of online media messages in social networks
month under study, %

IM DP FP NT PA NA
April 2022 30.93 10.35 15.45 3.16 38.66 1.45
May 2022 38.76 5.34 13.89 4.23 27.92 9.86
June 2022 35.65 7.34 17.64 5.14 2231 11.92
July 2022 30.54 8.44 18.84 8.42 30.09 3.67
August 2022 28.59 13.89 19.54 6.56 23.19 8.23
September 41.67 1.05 16.45 2.89 35.89 2.05
2022
October 2022 =~ 22.98 5.98 19.52 2.75 37.07 11.7
November 34.52 11.11 18.65 3.65 20.02 12.05
2022
December 19.23 18.21 17.98 4.92 21.98 17.68
2022
January 2023 ~ 30.56 19.21 18.67 4.71 14.76 12.09

February 2023 = 28.86 15.03 16.9 6.04 14.97 18.2

March 2023 32.72 13.56 15.91 7.93 15.76 14.12
April 2023 32.02 14.64 12.62 9.32 16.62 14.78
May 2023 31.31 15.62 16.56 9.48 17.47 9.56
June 2023 39.23 9.34 20.29 3.78 6.12 21.24
July 2023 29.45 9.67 20.61 12.43 14.32 13.52
August 2023 25.56 12.43 18.45 13.39 16.29 13.88
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September 23.54 16.87 19.06 16.67 13.03 10.83
2023
October 2023 = 24.23 18.34 18.46 17.56 14.09 7.32
November 19.42 21.67 15.9 19.46 18.91 4.64
2023
December 18.98 23.92 14.78 18.39 18.15 5.78
2023

April 2022 is characterized by the predominance of the studied categories
of IM and PA in the posts (about 30% and 40% of the material, respectively). At
the level of 10-15% is the representation of posts about Ukraine’s foreign and
domestic policy. The minimum number of posts is observed for the NT and NA
sectors.

May 2022 witnessed an increase in posts from news sites highlighting
military operations. At the same time, the share of positive analytics posts decreases
by about 10% and the volume of “defeat analytics” increases by 8%. The relevance
of the DP information category is decreasing. The FP and NT categories remain
unchanged.

June 2022 witnessed no significant changes in the studied group’s
perception of online media content. At the same time, the trend of decreasing the
relevance of positive analytics and increasing the frequency of negative expert
reporting continues.

July 2022 saw a further decline in the significance of information about the
course of hostilities. An essential feature of this period is an increase in the
relevance of the PA segment and a decrease in the frequency of NA. Other
parameters under study remain without significant changes, but the relevance of
covering neutral topics in social networks is gradually increasing.

Further, in August 2022, the number of posts about domestic politics on
social networks increased. Also, the share of positive analytics is slightly
decreasing, and the percentage of “negative” expert posts is increasing. In
September 2022, an increase in the relevance of IM and PA sections was observed,
accompanied by a decrease in the importance of DP, FP, NT, and NA. This trend is
associated with the successes of the Armed Forces of Ukraine in the Kharkiv
operation, which were widely covered in the media.

In October 2022, there was a decrease in the relevance of posts about
military operations (by about 20%). At the same time, the share of “realistic”
analytics, predominantly related to shelling energy infrastructure and its
consequences for Ukraine, is growing. In social networks, there was a slight
increase in the percentage of messages about domestic policy.
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In November 2022, the IM indicators were growing, mainly due to the
positive perception of the successful operation to liberate Kherson. There was an
increase in the information relevance devoted to the DP section and a significant
decrease in the importance of “positive analytics” in social networks. The “negative
analytics” content predominantly concerned the topic of shelling energy
infrastructure and power outages.

In December 2022, there was a significant decrease in reporting about the
course of hostilities on the social networks of the interviewees and an increase in
information about the authorities’ actions (usually with a negative emotional
background of experts’ activities). The situation is due to the lack of significant
changes at the front and the continuation of shelling the energy infrastructure.

January 2023 saw increased public attention to events at the front, primarily
due to the intensification of offensive operations near Bakhmut. Nevertheless,
interest in experts’ posts, both positive and negative, is decreasing. Other perception
parameters of online media do not change significantly.

In February 2023, the perception of the researchers’ information from the
digital media did not change significantly. In March — April — May 2023, there will
also be stability in society’s attention to online media products. In particular, about
a third of the information field of social networks displays reporting about the
course of hostilities. Besides, a slight but steady increase in public attention to
neutral topics in online media was noteworthy.

In June 2023 were recorded significant shifts in the information field. The
main topics are the Ukrainian counteroffensive and the rebellion of Y. Prigozhin,
which activate the positive expectations of Ukrainian society. Public attention to
events at the front is intensifying again, and it is associated with attention to online
content dynamics. At the same time, the share of posts in the NA category, the topic
of which is the lack of obvious progress in the counteroffensive, is growing
significantly.

July-August-September-October 2023 witnessed reduced attention to
highlight events at the front (10%) and negative analytics (8%). Interest in neutral
topics from online media and domestic policy events is rising again. It is noteworthy
that in October, there was a decrease in attention to the NA section.

During November — December 2023, there was almost equal distribution of
online media content in all categories in the studied sample (at the level of 18-19%).
Attention to the posts of “realistic analytics” experts is decreasing. Overall, the
lowest rates of attention were paid to the course of hostilities during the 21 months
of the study. The dominant topics of the information space are the mobilization and
successes of the Russian army at the front.
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Table 2
Perception dynamics of online media by the interviewees in the conditions of war
Research Indicators of public opinion’s arithmetic mean constituent
month element
Confidence Attitude Attitude Readiness
in victory towards the towards the to fight
Armed Forces Ukrainian
of Ukraine authorities
April 2022 9.01 9.98 8.98 9.56
May 2022 898 9.87 8.93 9.46
June 2022 8.56 9.79 8.67 9.01
July2022 862 9.60 8.32 9.23
August 2022 8.68 9.34 8.19 9.09
September 9.89 9.96 8.93 9.45
2022
October 2022 9.45 9.45 8.56 9.56
November 9.67 9.91 9.23 9.59
2022
December 9.32 9.83 8.23 9.32
2022
January 9.01 9.84 8.43 9.28
2023
February 8.68 9.65 8.78 9.04
2023
March 2023 \ 8.56 9.67 8.56 8.95
April 2023 8.67 9.56 8.65 8.93
May 2023 877 9.55 8.34 8.92
June 2023 9.33 9.32 8.88 9.23
July2023 845 9.29 8.43 9.01
August 2023 8.22 9.33 8.01 8.45
September 8.01 9.29 7.84 8.52
2023
October 2023 7.98 9.23 7.45 8.43
November 7.56 9.01 7.22 8.23
2023
December 7.68 9.11 6.93 8.12
2023
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Let us examine the dynamics of the constituent elements comprising the
public sentiment of Ukrainian society under martial law (Table 2). The aspect of
“confidence in victory” is fairly relevant in society. Its lowest value was detected in
November 2023, and its highest in September 2022. There is a gradual decline in
this constituent element of public opinion during the study period.

The constituent element, “attitude towards the Armed Forces of Ukraine”,
is characterized by consistently high indicators throughout 21 months. The
coefficients of the arithmetic mean do not fall below 9. The lowest values are
recorded in November 2023, and the highest in April 2022 and September 2022.

For the constituent element “attitude to the Ukrainian authorities”, a gradual
decrease in indicators during the study period was revealed. Only in November 2022
will there be a rapid increase in average values. The lowest values of the element
are recorded in December 2023, and the highest in November 2022.

The relevance of the “readiness to fight” constituent element also decreases
during the study period. However, in June-July 2023, an increase in this element of
public opinion was detected. The lowest values of the element are recorded in
December 2023, and the highest in November 2022.

Table 3
Perception dynamics of online media by the interviewees in the conditions of war
Prevalence of Indicators of public opinion’s arithmetic mean constituent

online media element
content Confidence in Attitude Attitude Readiness
victory towards the ~ towards the to fight
Armed Ukrainian
Forces of authorities
Ukraine
Information 0,245** 0,213** 0,002 0,129*
messages
about
military
operations
Domestic 0,097 0,054 0,032 -0,128*
policy
messages
Foreign 0,139* 0,091 0,075 0,023
policy

messages
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Neutral 0,023 0,091 0,002 0,006
messages

Positive war 0,192** 0,096 0,054 0,013
analytics

Negative war - 0,128* 0,011 0,043 0,006
analytics

Pearson’s correlation analysis was used to determine the links between the
constituent elements of public opinion and online media content. The most
significant correlation coefficients with online media content are characteristic of
the “confidence in victory” constituent element, namely with the frequency of
reports perception on military operations, information on foreign policy, positive
war analytics, and negative war analytics. Attitudes towards the Armed Forces of
Ukraine have a significant direct correlation with the perception of information
about military operations. The attitude towards the Ukrainian authorities has no
significant link with the perception of materials from online media. Readiness to
continue the fight has direct correlation coefficients with the frequency of reporting
on military operations and inverse correlation coefficients with the frequency of
reporting on domestic policy.

Discussion

In public opinion, there were no significant shifts in the positive attitude
towards the Armed Forces of Ukraine under martial law. At the same time, there is
a gradual decline of faith in victory, a deterioration in perspectives towards the
Ukrainian authorities, and readiness to persist with the fight. Notably, the most
pronounced is the deterioration of attitudes towards the Ukrainian authorities. It was
found that society’s confidence in victory is most significantly related to changes in
the information field of online media. The attitude towards the Armed Forces of
Ukraine correlates only with the news perception about military operations.
Perceptions of the Ukrainian government are not shaped by the content presented
in digital media. The readiness to continue the struggle is related to awareness of
the war and domestic politics. The absence of linkages between the constituent
elements of public sentiment and various facets of online media operations can be
attributed to the presence of covert parameters that govern these procedures. In this
light, a comprehensive examination of information exchange is relevant (Mallinson
& Hatemi, 2018).

We found no discernible impact of authoritative figures (experts) on
shaping public opinion during martial law, which would contradict other
researchers’ findings (Wei et al., 2022). We explain this trend by the depreciation
of the expert-analyst’s figure in modern Ukrainian society due to the consistently
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inaccurate predictions regarding the progression of events. Moreover, our
investigation was carried out on a substantial sample size, in contrast to smaller
cohorts utilized by other scientific inquiries (Moussaid et al., 2013), which could
also affect the result. Overall, scholars observe that the impact of media in the
Russian-Ukrainian conflict exhibits certain specifics compared to those observed in
other armed conflicts (Selvarajah & Fiorito, 2023). Given the above, the importance
of objective, truthful digital media information about social and military events is
growing (Pavlik, 2022).

We confirm the positive experience of using social media to ascertain public
opinion dynamics (Dong & Lian, 2021). Probing the social networks’ impact on
society will enable us to develop ways of reducing the manipulative influence of the
Internet on public opinion (Rouvroy & Berns, 2018). It is expedient to study the
dynamics of comments and opinion indicators of approval in network users (Ross
etal., 2021).

The limitations of the study are related to the use of correlation analysis,
which allows us to conclude the relationship between the parameters but will not
contribute to determining its direction.

Conclusions

In the study, the hypothesis of the connection between online media content
and societal changes in public opinion in Ukraine during the war was confirmed. It
was determined that society’s confidence in victory was significantly related to
changes in online media’s information field. The attitude towards the Armed Forces
of Ukraine correlates only with the news perception about military operations. The
disposition towards the Ukrainian authorities is not contingent upon the perception
of digital media content. The willingness to continue the fight correlates with the
awareness about the war and domestic politics via digital media. The idea of future
peace in public opinion is closely related to the concept of justice and victory
broadcast in online media. Prospects for conducting further research on the research
problem lie in utilizing regression analysis to elucidate the fundamental impact of
online media on shaping public opinion in Ukrainian society amidst times of war.
The prospects for peace in the public opinion of Ukraine in war conditions need
further clarification.

As part of the analysis of the obtained results, it is advisable to carry out the
following measures:

e strengthen the work on identifying disinformation about the Armed

Forces of Ukraine;
e establish more effective communication with society regarding the
actions of the authorities during the war;
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to optimize the system work at various levels of the state’s functioning
in the formation of information literacy of the population in the context
of detecting fakes;

to maintain and develop public trust in information from official sources;
highlight the problematic aspects of presenting information from
unofficial mass media, for example, anonymous telegram channels;

to organize systematic work on the formation of critical thinking of the
population.
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