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T   he worth of public service media is under increasing scrutiny in the 21st century 

as governments consider whether the institution is a good investment and a fair 

player in media markets. Mandated to provide universally accessible services and 

to cater for groups that are not commercially attractive, the institution often con-

fronts conflicting demands. It must evidence its economic value, a concept defined 

by commercial logic, while delivering social value in fulfilling its largely not-for-profit 

public service mission and functions. Dual expectations create significant complex-

ity for measuring PSM’s overall ‘public value’, a controversial policy concept that 

provided the theme for the RIPE@2012 conference, which took place in Sydney, 

Australia. 

This book, the sixth in the series of RIPE Readers on PSM published by NORDI-

COM, is the culmination of robust discourse during that event and the distillation of 

its scholarly outcomes. Chapters are based on top tier contributions that have been 

revised, expanded and subject to peer review (double-blind). The collection investi-

gates diverse conceptions of public service value in media, keyed to distinctions in 

the values and ideals that legitimate the public service enterprise in media in many 

countries.
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Preface

As this sixth RIPE Reader goes to press, published again by the Nordic Infor-
mation Centre for Media and Communication Research (NORDICOM) at the 
University of Gothenburg in Sweden, the RIPE network is healthy and enjoying 
a new phase of international growth. This Reader offers the best fruits of the 
RIPE@2012 conference in Sydney, Australia, in a thoroughly mature form. The 
contents were peer reviewed (double blinded) and the standards were rigorous. 

Building on our efforts in the RIPE@2011 Reader (edited by Lowe and 
Jeanette Steemers), this collection again includes non-European contributors 
as we pursue the effort to become a more globally inclusive initiative. The 
RIPE@2012 conference was titled Value for Public Money – Money for Public 
Value. In our first collective venture outside Western Europe, the historic home 
of public service broadcasting and the roots of the RIPE initiative, the experi-
ence was excellent and the results fruitful – as we trust this Reader will amply 
demonstrate. The RIPE network is keen to support the growing international 
interest in establishing independent public service media organisations of 
various types and in diverse arrangements in countries and regions where this 
approach has not been common in Asia, the Middle East and Africa. We are 
hopeful that developments will have a mutually beneficial and reinforcing role 
for rethinking public service media also in Europe. 

The 2012 conference, hosted by the University of Sydney and sponsored by 
the Australian Broadcasting Corporation [ABC], owes a debt of gratitude to the 
collaborative work, guiding hand and enthusiasm of the late Associate Professor, 
Anne Dunn, who sadly passed away before the conference she had worked 
so hard to produce, and for so long, took place. Anne was a former television 
and radio broadcaster, ABC radio manager, and a founder of the University of 
Sydney’s media studies programme. Our tribute during the conference under-
scored how greatly she was missed. We hope the collective efforts and results 
did her the honour that is merited. We are mindful, as well, of her husband, Peter 
Dunn, who participated fully in the conference and contributed to the results.
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We wish to also thank the conference hosts and sponsors, and especially 
the ABC’s Chairman, the Hon. James Spigelman, and its Managing Director, Mr. 
Mark Scott; the University’s Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences and Department 
of Media and Communications; and key participants, including executives of 
the Special Broadcasting Service [SBS], Australia’s multicultural broadcaster, and 
our RIPE@2014 conference sponsor, Japan’s Nippon Hoso Kyokai [NHK]. We 
are all thankful to the staff and volunteers of the Art Gallery of NSW for the 
Indigenous art tour, and the indefatigable chef Angie Hong for the Vietnamese 
banquet we enjoyed at her restaurant on King Street – Thanh Binh.

On behalf of the 2012 conference host and sponsors, we express our grati-
tude to the Conference Planning Group [CPG] and the RIPE Advisory Board 
[RAB], together with their home institutions that provided funding and support 
for their involvement. The CPG members for RIPE@2012 were: Anne Dunn and 
Fiona Martin for the University of Sydney; Paul Chadwick for the ABC; Michael 
Huntsberger, for Linfield College, USA; Gregory Ferrell Lowe, for the University 
of Tampere, Finland; Yoshiko Nakamura, for NHK, Japan; Philip Savage, for 
McMaster University, Canada; Jeanette Steemers, for the University of West-
minster, UK, and Hilde Van den Bulck, for the University of Antwerp, Belgium.

The CPG thanks the RAB members for their cheerful guidance and wise 
counsel: Minna Aslama Horowitz, for St. John’s University, USA; Jo Bardoel, for 
the Universities of Amsterdam & of Nijmegan; Netherlands; Maureen Burns, for 
the University of Queensland, Australia; Taisto Hujanen, for the University of 
Tampere, Finland; John Jackson, for Concordia University, Canada; Per Jauert, 
for the University of Aarhus, Denmark and Brian McNair, for the Queensland 
University of Technology, Australia. 

Importantly, we all wish to thank David Sutton, Head of Strategic Policy for 
ABC Corporate Affairs, Lisa Hresc, Head of Corporate Marketing at ABC Research 
& Marketing, and Jenny Sterland, Information Coordinator at ABC Editorial 
Policies for their organisational capacities, grace under pressure and attention 
to detail. Day 1 of RIPE@2012 at the ABC was a stimulating event and impres-
sively presented, with a dedicated set design and excellent stage management. 
Kudos, as well, to Madeleine King, the conference assistant from the University 
of Sydney. Her diligence, patience and cheer throughout – especially when 
wrangling student volunteers and wayward academics – is much appreciated.

Finally we give special thanks to the contributors to the 6th RIPE Reader for 
you dedication, flexibility and patience during a rigorous year-long editorial 
process, and to Ulla Carlsson and her team at NORDICOM who, as usual, have 
made this an efficient and enjoyable creative experience. Thanks especially to 
Karin Poulsen who shepherded the volume through the final stages. The series 
of RIPE Readers continues to grow in significance and reputation thanks in no 
small part to the excellent editorial and publication support of NORDICOM.
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The Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the University of Sydney, and the 
Graduate Studies Program in Media Management at the University of Tampere, 
have funded this RIPE Reader. We are grateful. 

Now we all look forward to the RIPE@2014 conference, co-hosted by the 
Institute for Media and Communication Research at Keio University and NHK in 
Tokyo, Japan, that will take place from August 26th-29th. For more information 
about the RIPE initiative, our conference and this series of Readers, as well as 
useful updates, please visit our website at: www.ripeat.org.   

November 2013

Gregory Ferrell Lowe	 Fiona R. Martin
Media Management Programme	 Dept of Media & Communications
University of Tampere	 University of Sydney
Finland	 Australia
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Prologue

Paul Chadwick1

In this transitional, transformative era for media it is both daunting and exciting 
to consider, the implications of what RIPE stands for: Re-visionary Interpreta-
tions of the Public Enterprise2. RIPE is a unique network that hosts a biennial 
gathering of scholars from around the world who share a particular interest 
in public service media. The RIPE@2012 conference was the first to be held 
outside Europe, which marks an important development. RIPE@2014 will be 
another similar collaboration, this time in Japan. 

What brings the academies and the public service media together in this 
way? Based on my own experience, I think it must surely be their shared 
commitment to the public interest, to the common good. Although these in-
stitutions have different histories and serve different functions in respective 
societies, the universities and the public broadcasters tend to share defining 
characteristics as well:

	 •	 Recognition under law

	 •	 Nourishment from public funds

	 •	 Service for the common good

	 •	 Custodians of collective memory

	 •	 Respect for accuracy and fairness

	 •	 Aspirations to high quality

	 •	 Expectations of accountability

	 •	 Open debate, civilly conducted

	 •	 Traditions of independence

RIPE conferences are living examples of the mutual reliance of the academies 
and the public service media in open, democratic societies.
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Media entities routinely seek out the research and expertise of academic 
scholarship in all the rich variety of disciplines. Sometimes, and haphazardly, 
the two institutions combine as a kind of informal check on the claims and 
counterclaims of other powerful institutions – especially, but not exclusively, 
government. Academicians regularly find in public broadcasters the specialist 
programme-makers and prominent media platforms necessary to ensure that 
their work can spread beyond the universities to fuel public debate. Via such 
contributions, academic work reinforces the legitimacy of the role of publicly 
funded universities in democratic societies.

In this light it seems natural for public service media and universities to col-
laborate in co-hosting RIPE conferences. For the ABC, which celebrated its 80th 
birthday in 2012, it was a pleasure to work with colleagues at the University 
of Sydney. And it was equally a pleasure to welcome so many participants 
from right around the world. This was a good conference – productive, useful 
and enjoyable.

In their introductory chapter the editors introduce strands of thinking and 
research which this book has harvested from among the sixty (+) papers pre-
sented in Sydney from 5 to 7 September 2012. The theme, ‘Value for public 
money – Money for public value’, was conceived with the intention of encour-
aging multi-disciplinary analysis of two of the great recurring issues for public 
service media in many and diverse countries:

	 1.	 How can public media demonstrate convincingly that it represents value 
for the public money that sustains it?

	 2.	 In what ways can a society willingly pay to ensure public value (not only 
private gain) from the media?

Both questions engage significant – and significantly entrenched – political 
positions. And both offer rich possibilities for consideration by those who want 
to preserve the best of public service media but also recognise the practical 
challenges entailed in this for the Digital Age. 

The challenges must be faced and academicians can help. Nothing about 
public service media can be taken for granted today as audiences fragment, as 
technologies proliferate and as spectrum scarcity, the organising principle of 
the regulation of broadcasting since the early 20th century, diminishes.

One, and only one, of the practical challenges:  
accountability

In this prologue I want to address one very important practical challenge: how 
public service media can be accountable without losing the independence, 
which would make them little more than mouthpieces of the State.
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As the executive with responsibility for the ABC’s self-regulation frame-
work from January 2007 to November 2012, I found this issue was central to 
my own work as it is to many media professionals and scholars. In 2012 and 
2013, the issue of media accountability gained far wider prominence than usual 
because of extraordinary events in the UK. The Leveson Inquiry about the 
phone-hacking scandal at News of the World focused attention on the culture, 
practices and ethics of the press. Few experienced practitioners in any country 
who are familiar with newsrooms would have failed to experience spasms of 
recognition as the hearings brought to light and into sharp focus attitudes and 
techniques that are mostly unexamined within media institutions, and certainly 
under-reported by them. 

By coincidence, at around the same time as Leveson made his recom-
mendations for what he regarded as a better accountability framework, one 
of the greatest public service media organisations in the world, the British 
Broadcasting Corporation, was reeling from revelations about how one of its 
longest-serving and best-known presenters, the late Jimmy Savile, had system-
atically used his fame to obtain access to children whom he sexually abused. 
In the UK at least, the link between trust and accountability had rarely been 
so starkly demonstrated.

RIPE conferences, and the books which result from them, enjoy an interna-
tional audience of media professionals and specialist scholars. So, reader, let 
me ask you to reflect on whether in your country you have seen something 
like the pattern that I will describe:

A public broadcaster will usually be required by the statute that creates it to 

meet certain standards.

Typically, those standards will include accuracy, impartiality, independence 

and integrity.

The extent to which the public broadcaster maintains those standards will 

have a bearing on whether it remains credible and trusted.

Unless credible and trusted, a public broadcaster loses legitimacy.

Questions arise about why it should be publicly supported.

Those who covet its spectrum or its audiences grow restive.

Those who would clip its independence grow bolder.

Those who would ordinarily defend it grow doubtful.

The cry goes up for more regulation.

This broad pattern can be glimpsed in the histories of media organisations 
that have generally enjoyed legitimacy in the democratic societies they serve. 
I believe a similar pattern can be discerned from another angle. It can be 
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seen in countries that, to varying degrees, have been undemocratic and then 
undergo political upheaval, one result of which is a desire to build some legal 
and institutional structure typically associated with democratic societies. One 
important element of such a structure is a free and diverse media system with, 
as discussed in the RIPE@2011 book, a public service media sector. We’ve 
seen this in the experiences of former state broadcasters when authoritarian 
regimes end. And we’ve seen efforts developing in the Middle East in recent 
years. When a Wall falls, when Spring comes, when the work of democratic 
reform begins across a range of old institutions, there is evident need for, and 
efforts to, develop public service in broadcasting.

The pattern I have described seems to recur regardless of technological 
change, although obviously with variations, and across diverse cultures. It ap-
peared, to varying extents, after political changes came to eastern and central 
Europe, parts of South America, and Southeast Asia. At the outset of its new era, 
the former state broadcaster may have little legitimacy; it is usually handicapped 
by a past in which it was used an instrument of authoritarianism, a past which 
may be vividly, bitterly remembered and sardonically, mistrustfully recalled. In 
its efforts to build credibility and trust, a nascent public broadcaster will adopt, 
adapt and develop standards of ethical practice and pledge to uphold them. 
Typically those standards will include accuracy, impartiality, integrity and – 
crucially – independence. These are principles at the heart of public service 
in media. Having adopted such as standards, a public broadcaster must give 
attention to the framework it uses to uphold them.

Since independence is an imperative, and heavy regulation of content 
diminishes independence, it is necessary for a public broadcaster to make its 
self-regulation authentic and genuine. Mere window-dressing is worse than 
nothing at all because that adds hypocrisy to other, deeper failings which, in 
time, can cause a withering of credibility, then trust, then legitimacy.

In a media context, what are the elements of authentic self-regulation? I 
offer six that the ABC considers to be vital, and of course other PSM institu-
tions as well:

	 1.	 Set standards succinctly – being careful to separate aspirations and 
principles from enforceable rules

	 2.	 Test standards fairly – either in response to others (complaint handling) 
or by developing your own tests (quality assurance processes)

	 3.	 Provide just remedies – recognise the benefits of swift correction and 
clarification where that is appropriate, especially in a digital age of big, 
widely cast and enduring data

	 4.	 Encourage reflection, discussion, and training – so that experience 
among colleagues is shared among colleagues
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	 5.	 Collect good data and circulate it – close the feedback loops after 
opening them

	 6.	 Review and disclose; disclose and review – in media in this era, five 
years is a very long time.

The ABC undertook a major review of its self-regulation framework in 2009 
(ABC 2009) and is undergoing a continuing process of reform in all six ele-
ments. Much was already being done. Much remains to be done. Authentic 
self-regulation is always unfinished business. In this realm, to declare comple-
tion is to reveal complacency.

Authentic self-regulation has dual aims. It is an important aspect of account-
ability. But it is also a contributor to continuous quality improvement. In my 
experience this second aim is too often neglected – by practitioners, critics 
and academicians. In a spirit of innovation, can we conceive these elements of 
authentic self-regulation as more than dour and necessary rules and processes? 
Can these elements contribute to what makes a public broadcaster a successful 
part of a healthy democratic polity and of a vibrant culture? Can self regulation 
– like content-making itself – vitalise creativity and collective memory, with 
brevity and an acute awareness of the zeitgeist, to help it fulfil its proper role 
within the larger endeavour that is a public service media organisation? I think 
the answer to all these questions is yes.

One example among many is the ABC’s approach to social media. This 
radical change in the media environment was approached warily by many 
traditional media organisations. When many others adopted social media they 
tended to devise rules for its use that too closely resembled policies that had 
emerged from the cultures of older media forms. The ABC was an early and 
agile adopter of social media. A traditional media organisation, yes, but evolv-
ing quickly. The ABC was conscious of the risks inherent in social media for 
a large public institution and conscious also that something quite new was 
happening among, as one manifesto puts it, “the people formerly known as 
the audience” (Rosen 2006). And conscious, too, that social media was having 
its effects among ABC staff and contractors.

In response, the ABC adopted a policy on use of social media that is, in 
essence, four short sentences:

Do not mix the professional and the personal in ways likely to bring the ABC 

into disrepute. 

Do not undermine your effectiveness at work. 

Do not imply ABC endorsement of your personal views. 

Do not disclose confidential information obtained through work.
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With some effort, these standards can be compressed into 140 characters for 
dissemination via Twitter. I consider this authentic self-regulation with a sense 
of the zeitgeist. Audiences, empowered in part through social media, can detect 
and expose sham self-regulation.

In November 2011, the philosopher Onora O’Neill gave a lecture at the 
Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism at Oxford entitled ‘The Rights of 
Journalism and the Needs of Audiences’ (O’Neill 2011). At the time the Leveson 
Inquiry was underway. Prescriptions for more regulation were emerging from 
many quarters and O’Neill reviewed the traditional philosophical bases for 
freedom of expression, making the case that nowadays an adequate interpre-
tation of freedom of expression must take the needs of audiences seriously. 
O’Neill argued that the expression of media organisations, as with the speech 
of other institutions, is more powerful than the expression of individuals. That 
is not to say necessarily more valuable, just more powerful. She proposed a 
test of ‘assessability’: that the audience must be able to assess what powerful 
organisations provide.

This is a key challenge for the self-regulation frameworks of all media, but 
especially for those that are genuinely public service media.

Notes
	1.	 Paul Chadwick is Former Director Editorial Policies (2007-2012) for the Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation and was the primary ABC representative on the RIPE@2012 planning committee. 
The prologue is based on his opening remarks for the conference in Sydney in September 
2012. 

	2.	 For details see www.ripeat.org
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Appendix

Examples methods for media self regulation and continuous quality 
improvement
This list was compiled as part of a submission by Paul Chadwick to an Independent 
Media Inquiry conducted at the request of the Australian Government by a former federal 
court judge, Ray Finkelstein QC, in 2011-12. Submissions and the inquiry’s Report can 
be found at http://www.dbcde.gov.au/digital_economy/independent_media_inquiry 

The selection in this appendix is illustrative only. Inclusion here does not necessarily 
mean endorsement by the author of the Prologue. The methods that require or imply 
a statutory basis are expressly not endorsed.

Examples of system overviews
A More Accountable Press Part One: The need for reform – Is self-regulation failing the press and 

the public? Media Standards Trust, UK, February 2009, http://mediastandardstrust.org/wp-
content/uploads/downloads/2010/07/A-More-Accountable-Press-Part-1.pdf 

Self-Regulation of Digital Media Converging on the Internet – Industry Codes of Conduct in Sectoral 
Analysis, Oxford University, Centre for Socio-Legal Studies, http://pcmlp.socleg.ox.ac.uk/
sites/pcmlp.socleg.ox.ac.uk/files/IAPCODEfinal.pdf 

The Media Self-Regulation Guidebook http://www.osce.org/fom/31497 
Media Accountability Systems – a wide variety of techniques, from a wide range of countries, 

compiled by a longstanding scholar in field, Claude-Jean Bertrand. 

Examples of corrections pages 
Associated Press, http://hosted.ap.org/dynamic/fronts/CORRECTIONS?SITE=AP&SECTION=HOME 
LA Times, http://www.latimes.com/news/custom/corrections/ 
Wall Street Journal, http://online.wsj.com/article/Corrections.html?mod=WSJ_footer 
The Guardian, Corrections and clarifications, http://www.guardian.co.uk/theguardian/series/corr

ectionsandclarifications?INTCMP=SRCH 
NY Times, Corrections, http://www.nytimes.com/pages/corrections/index.html 
Christian Science Monitor, http://www.csmonitor.com/About/Corrections 

Examples of newspapers inviting readers to propose corrections 
Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/interactivity/corrections/ 
LA Times, http://www.latimes.com/about/mediagroup/la-feedback-email-form-rr,0,5493970.

customform 
NY Times, http://publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com/corrections/ 

Examples of systematic fact-checking systems 
St Petersburg Times – Politifact (website) and Truth-O-Meter (mobile phone app), http://www.

politifact.com/ – tracking and rating campaign promises made by presidential candidates – 
trialled by (USA) ABC News, http://abcnews.go.com/blogs/politics/2010/04/this-week-joins-
with-politifact-to-factcheck-the-newsmakers/ 

Annenberg Public Policy Center & University of Pennsylvania – FactCheck, http://factcheck.org/ 
– monitors the factual accuracy of what is said by major U.S. political players in the form of 
TV ads, debates, speeches, interviews and news releases 

Examples of non-media efforts online to prompt improved media accuracy 
Regret the Error – http://www.regrettheerror.com/ 
MediaBugs – includes online form, bookmarklet, widget and plugin (http://mediabugs.org/) and 

online monitoring of how media errors (bugs) are being addressed, http://mediabugs.org/bugs
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Examples of active encouragement of ideas for quality improvement 
Building trust in the news – 101+ Good Ideas, Associated Press Managing Editors, http://web.

archive.org/web/20080918030601/http:/www.apme-credibility.org/ 
Knight-Batten Awards for Innovations in Journalism (yearly since 2003), http://www.j-lab.org/

projects/knight-batten-awards-for-innovations-in-journalism/ 
APME ‘Great Ideas, Great Journalism’ (yearly since 2007), http://www.apme.com/?page=GreatIdeas 
Reynolds Journalism Institute, http://www.rjionline.org/ideas 

Examples of newspaper ombudsmen/readers’ editors/ public editors as 
in-house critics 
Organization of News Ombudsmen, http://newsombudsmen.org/resources/ombudsmen 
The Guardian, Readers’ editor, http://www.guardian.co.uk/theguardian/page/readerseditor and 

‘Open door’, http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/series/open-door 
National Public Radio, United States, Ombudsman http://www.npr.org/blogs/ombudsman/
DR, Public Broadcaster, Denmark, Ombudsman http://www.dr.dk/OmDR/Lytternes_og_seernes_

redaktoer/Klummer/2013/0918160849.htm
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The Value and Values  
of Public Service Media

Fiona Martin & Gregory Ferrell Lowe

In the 21st century the worth of public service media [PSM] is under increasing 
scrutiny. In countries where public broadcasting [PSB] was established during 
the early to mid 1900s, governments are now considering whether the public 
monies spent on that institution, and its multiplatform evolution, represent a 
good investment in terms of their political, social and cultural outcomes – as 
well as their economic impact. They are assessing what its essential functions 
should be, whether PSM competes fairly or not in established markets, and 
whether it crowds out private sector investment in new media and inhibits inno-
vation. Economic rationales – from Europe’s ex-ante market impact assessments 
to New Zealand television’s contestable funding model – play an increasingly 
central role in approaches to provisioning public media goods and services. 

As bailout politics develops across Western Europe and PSM is targeted for 
cuts in that context, politicians have been reminded how strongly the institu-
tion is valued beyond instrumental or economic criteria. When the Samaris 
government shut down ERT in Greece on the grounds that it was wasteful 
and corrupt, and on that basis suggesting the license fee was an unwarranted 
burden to households (Nevradakis 2013), citizen protest and trade union court 
action saw programming resume online within hours. A new broadcaster, DT, 
was instated within weeks, although how that situation will turn out in the 
long run remains unclear (Lowen 2013). In Portugal plans to privatise RTP’s 
channels have been postponed following fierce political lobbying, although 
staff cuts will go ahead and any potential future sale “will be subject to the 
company’s ongoing restructuring process and appropriate market conditions” 
(Gomez et al 2013).

Such struggles over the scope and impact of government intervention are 
hardly new. However the task of evaluating PSMs’ importance as a regulatory 
strategy and in its contribution to public life has taken on renewed significance 
in the light of global financial upheavals and austerity measures. The task 
has also expanded and become more complex in the past century, involving 

Chapter 1
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more measurements of worth, more sites of scrutiny and decidedly more crit-
ics – especially as PSB has been transformed by its incorporation of online 
and co-creative media technologies. The on-going debates about PSM’s value 
to society were catalytic for the RIPE@2012 conference, which examined the 
concept of public value, its origins and impacts, and did so from a critical, 
historical and comparative perspective.

Since the 1980s with the rise of neo-liberal political agendas in the West, 
public service media institutions have become preoccupied with the task of 
valuing their worth in both presence and performance. This is notably due to 
the neo-classical economic prioritisation of free market competition, productivity 
and efficiency targets, with its accompanying ‘governmentality’ (Foucault 1991). 
This thinking is driving PSM’s pursuit of strategies for constituting and measur-
ing the preferences of what are presumed to be its rational, freely choosing 
economic subjects (Rose 1999) as audiences and users. In the process public 
service institutions have become corporatized and construed as public enterprises 
with their worth increasingly calculated in terms of efficiency, performance and 
accountability measures. In this collection, Hallvard Moe and Hilde van den 
Bulck provide an overview of the ‘public value’ concept that captures the es-
sence and variation well, while the chapters by Peter Goodwin and by Michael 
Tracey provide relevant critique of economic rationality in application to PSM. 

Public broadcasters in many countries have gained some boost in legitimacy 
by applying, and promoting, economic measurement. It has played a helpful 
role in securing them approval to act in various developmental pursuits. This 
has been especially important in their push to become more than broadcast-
ers – to develop into PSM providers (i.e. including online and mobile plat-
forms). But the positives are offset by tensions and contradiction as pressure 
for economic value assessment is, in key respects, at cross-purposes with the 
underlying public service ethos that is fundamental to the institution’s societal 
legitimacy. The public sector in media isn’t supposed to be a business, even 
if it is required to operate in a more business-like manner. The Hon. James 
Spigelman, Chairman of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation [ABC], offers 
insightful discussion about this in his published reprisal of a splendid keynote 
address to the RIPE@2012 conference. 

PSM organisations are mandated to provide services and cater to groups that 
are not attractive in commercial terms, and this is entirely appropriate given their 
public charters and funding. In practice, however, this has meant the institu-
tion is torn between evidencing market value, a concept strongly embedded 
in commercial logic where success depends on achieving sufficient popularity, 
and embodying its mandate as a not-for-profit institution with values that are in 
principle contrary to that logic. PSM has become an institution caught between 
the contrary demands of audiences that are construed as ‘sovereign’ media 
users and meeting charter requirements that have a pronounced collective, 
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social-welfare orientation. The institution struggles with the pressure to be both 
popular and to provide a comprehensive service that might not always be liked 
by the majority or even wanted by some. This balancing act creates significant 
complexity for a fair, comprehensive and robust measurement of ‘public value’. 

These tensions are partly contests rooted in historically different political 
strategies for understanding, orienting and handling the role of government 
in mediation. But they also arise from structural shifts in media industries that 
have been triggered by the advance of digitalisation and internetworking. 
These shifts have facilitated new and more complex flows in information and 
content provision, and contributed to more volatile media markets and policy 
ecosystems. They have encouraged platform proliferation and increasingly dy-
namic uses of online services that continue to grow in scope and volume. This 
is the context for Karen Donders’ and Hilde van den Bulcks’ critical analysis 
of the ‘digital argument’ supporting policy change, and their helpful focus on 
assessing implications for the value of PSM. 

The forces of economic rationality and globalisation have undermined the 
original national, and national cultural, remit of PSB (Lowe & Jauert 2005). The 
massive expansion of the media offer and range of services in recent years, 
together with the explosion of rich audio-visual content distributed on the 
Web, facilitates new forms of competition for revenue and attention. It also 
sets new benchmarks for quality and innovation that are quite outside the fa-
miliar remits of traditional broadcasters and traditional broadcasting regulation. 
When everyone can ostensibly be a publisher, what need for PSM to represent 
diversity or nurture democratic debate, and how might its contribution to those 
historic roles be better understood? Christian Berg, Gregory F. Lowe and Anker 
Brink Lund address relevant issues in their chapter focused on the question of 
whether the market failure thesis still applies to broadcasting and the extent 
to which it might also apply to the broadband environment, which has been 
so rapidly and increasingly commercialised.

PSM scholars are investigating a comparatively radical shift in the essential 
understandings of PSB’s value to socio-political systems, and a related strug-
gle to re-articulate historically characteristic values and principles for renewed 
relevance under circumstances and conditions that are very different compared 
with the era in which the ethos was formulated. That is complicated enough 
in a particular sociocultural context, and infinitely more so in cross-country 
comparisons. We not only live in a more internationally connected world than 
most could have imagined in the 1920s and 1930s, but also in a world with 
shared financial and environmental problems and all the challenges that are 
inherent to coping with vastly more pluralistic societies. 

As Castells (1998) noted some time ago, the cohesive force of public institu-
tions such as churches, schools and media is breaking down; identity politics is 
triumphing as new tribal rifts emerge, and older ones are reanimated. We are 
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increasingly working with, and dependent on, globally networked technolo-
gies and relationships. This presents extraordinary challenges for PSM’s role in 
facilitating a sense of national identity and cultural belonging. It suggests – in 
line with public value theory – that new alliances are needed to achieve the 
social objectives once accorded to single public institutions. Tim Ratts, Karen 
Donders and Carolyn Pauwels consider some key implications in their chapter 
on the significance of partnership approaches to public service provision.

Although many traditional supporters and proponents would prefer it oth-
erwise, it is important for PSM to demonstrate that the money invested in the 
enterprise and spent on production and distribution constitutes a fair deal. The 
resource is public money and that is increasingly scarce. Yet it is equally obvious 
that delivering value for money cannot legitimate PSM’s overall role or functions 
because these are not primarily about economic criteria or industrial priorities. 

Of utmost important is ensuring that its output and outcomes deliver value 
that is appreciated by its publics, and add value to the public sphere (Bening-
ton & Moore 2011). That is the foundational heuristic of public value theory 
and is reflected in the RIPE@2012 conference theme: “Value for Public Money, 
Money for Public Value”. This book distils the main results from the conference 
discourse. The chapters represent a careful selection from the 60+ conference 
papers that were peer reviewed as proposals for presentation. Each of the pa-
pers chosen for inclusion in this book has been thoroughly updated, revised 
and subjected to double blind peer review prior publication. 

This collection investigates diverse conceptions of public service value, 
which are keyed to differences in the values and ideals that legitimate the 
enterprise. These values and ideals are historic within nations and national 
across them. The BBC is ever the relevant case and possessed of iconic status. 
It certainly has had, and continues to exert, tremendous influence on other PSB 
organisations, even producing what some resent as an unwarranted and unwise 
‘Beebification’ of PSB vision and strategy in the field. We agree that its impact 
has sometimes obscured sociocultural differences and political-economic dis-
tinctions that are highly significant. As the RIPE@2011 Reader (edited by Lowe 
& Steemers) illustrated, PSB’s founding political, social and cultural ideals have 
not produced an array of BBC clones, but rather an alternative constellation of 
public media organisations.

Our chapter prepares the ground for a collection that addresses and as-
sesses the value of public service media across a range of cases. While many 
studies in this volume are local and empirical, our introduction provides a 
broad international context, stipulating some of the crucial ways in which 
global trends in economics, media business and public sector management 
have influenced strategic thinking on PSM value creation. In this chapter we 
clarify the theoretical origins and practical applications of the “public value” 
framework, and consider its significance for the evolution of public service 
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media. We then discuss approaches to quantifying value and emphasise the 
continuing importance of reinterpreting the institution’s core legitimating values. 
Finally, we consider the challenges of a more dispersed, networked model for 
creating public value and achieving innovation. 

Constructing ‘public value’
Public value has, in the last decade, become a much-debated lens for assess-
ing PSM. This began, in practice, after the BBC developed its public value 
framework as an instrumental approach to securing the 2005 Charter renewal. 
The original formulation of public value theory was proposed by management 
scholar Mark H. Moore in his seminal 1995 book titled Creating Public Value: 
Strategic Management in Government. Moore articulates an idea of public 
value in the pragmatist tradition of William James and Charles Sanders Pierce 
that hinges on the notion that truth can be found in the practical consequences 
of action and thought. Moore’s intention was to develop a conceptual model, 
with tools, for developing management competence in the public sector. In the 
background Moore was reacting against the approach to public administration 
called New Public Management [NPM] that emerged as one important dimen-
sion of neo-liberal sensibilities in the UK and the USA (see Freedman 2008). 

The philosophical genesis of NPM emerged in the early Clinton years as 
‘Third Way’ politics took hold, with its characteristic emphasis on modernis-
ing and decentralising government functions. In Moore’s view, public value 
is created through satisfying the needs and desires of citizens as politically 
arbitrated and authorised by their representative government (1995: 27ff), not 
citizens conceived as ‘customers’. Public value is both “what the public most 
‘values’ and also what adds value to the public sphere” (Benington & Moore 
2011: 14). As Richard Collins argued in his dissection of the BBC’s attachment 
to the public values concept, it is centrally:

…both a practice whereby providers work with users to produce outcomes 

that genuinely meet users’ needs and an aspiration to go beyond ‘hitting the 

target but missing the point’ and so re-orientate public bodies to ‘ends’ (such 

as ‘health’) rather than to ‘means’ (Collins 2007: 6).

In the 2011 book that Moore edited with John Benington, the authors provide 
a concise comparison to clarify the significant differences between their public 
values framework, NPM and the traditional approach to public administration:

Whereas traditional public administration assumes a context of relative politi-

cal economic and social stability, and whereas new public management trusts 

the logic of free market competition, public value recognizes the complexity, 

volatility and uncertainty in the environment. [Whereas]… traditional public 
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administration assumes that the needs and problems to be addressed by 

governments are fairly straightforward, and that the solutions are known and 

understood, New public management assumes that needs and wants will be 

expressed and satisfied through the mechanism of market choice. The pub-

lic value framework, however, starts with a recognition that the needs and 

problems now facing citizens, communities and governments are complex 

rather than simple, ‘wicked’ rather than ‘tame’, and diverse rather than ho-

mogeneous (ibid: 13). 

Public managers found Moore’s propositions timely and of strategic importance. 
Neo-liberals, who favour small government and see anything public as inher-
ently less efficient and less desirable than a private sector alternative, had been 
restructuring the public sector across OECD countries (Touraine 2001). Moore in 
contrast presented the public sector as a positive, co-productive agent for change, 
with a necessary task of revalidating the role of government in social organisation. 

Yet the public value framework also corresponded with a general political 
interest to strengthen the evaluation of public sector activities, and improve 
economic performance, in the drive to improve administrative efficiency. Unlike 
familiar morality-based normative objectives for market intervention, which are 
difficult or impossible to quantify, this approach to ‘public value’ could presum-
ably be measured, tabulated, calibrated, demonstrated and, therefore, managed.

In some lights, Moore’s work could itself be read as having a neo-liberal com-
plexion, or at least one that is quasi-liberal, given its demand that public sector 
institutions be measurably more efficient and accountable. But Moore actually 
argued against adopting a purely, or even largely, economic understanding of 
value in public sector activity: “We should evaluate the efforts of public sector 
managers not in the economic marketplace but in the political marketplace of 
citizens and the collective decisions of representative democratic institutions” 
(1995: 31). 

It is also significant to note that Moore advocates the supreme importance 
of citizen engagement rather than delivering ‘customer satisfaction’, and that he 
prioritised innovation over routine service. Excellence in public sector manage-
ment is not only about meeting objectives in an efficient and effective manner, 
but achieving them in clever, novel ways that respond to market conditions and 
produce socially valuable outcomes. Further, Moore emphasised the need for 
collaboration and co-production between sectors, agencies and interests in order 
to extend the reach and impact of public sector organisations (1995: 117-118). A 
networked governance model for conducting policy development and ensuring 
service delivery became a featured aspect in his later work with John Benington.

Public value theory proposes three intersecting, interacting aspects (Figure 
1), a model described by Moore (1995) as the “strategic triangle”. The “author-
izing environment” is a socio-political arena in which managers of public sector 
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institutions work to build and maintain a coalition of stakeholders, considered 
necessary for sustaining the enterprise. The focus of production is keyed to 
“public value outcomes”, which is distinguished from output. Public sector 
managers should specify not only what their institutions will do (output), but 
more importantly with what intended results (outcome). This is largely where 
measurement comes into play – assessing the extent to which the enterprise 
has succeeded in achieving outcome goals. The third leg of the triangle is 
“operational capacity”, which can’t be taken for granted. It must be resourced 
and continually developed, therefore requiring public sector managers to make 
convincing arguments and to demonstrate in performance that continuing, as 
well as additional, investment is merited.

Figure 1.	 Summary of Mark H. Moore’s strategic triangle

Moore’s strategic triangle of public value (1995) 
(a systems approach=interdependencies)

Building and sustaining a	 Clarifying and specifying 
coalition of stakeholders	 goals that are social 
(the network)	 outcomes, not simply 
	 functional ‘output’. 
	 (strategic purpose)

	 Capacity to harness and mobilize 
	 resources (production)

Public sector managers “have role in orchestrating the processes of public policy 
development, along with other actors and stakeholders” (p.4). This is the continual 
work of alignment.

Source: Benington & Moore 2011.

	 The Authorizing	 Public Value 
	 Environment	 Outcomes

	 Operational Capacity

The public values framework found purchase in PSM first in an accountability 
assurance proposal developed by the BBC (2004) – a two-step process for as-
sessing the public value of any new or radically altered service. First the BBC 
Trust, as the governing authority, would decide whether or not the proposed 
change was a service to the public. Second, the Office of Communication [Of-
com], the UK regulatory agency, would establish whether allowing it would be 
unfair or undesirable in terms of market impact. This proposal was accepted by 
the British government and applied from 2005. Its market impact assessment 
[MIA] process is increasingly being adopted throughout Europe as a basis for 
decisions about PSM developments, as part of an ex-ante evaluation or public 
value testing [PVT] approach. 
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PVT is supposed to determine the legitimate scope of public sector activity 
in new media markets. It claims a ‘common sense’ underpinning in trying to 
locate the appropriate limits for PSM production and distribution, ultimately 
with implications for innovation. Proponents also suggest that PVT ensures the 
value publics receive from PSM in return for their investments. However PVT 
has also generated long, costly and ultimately ritualistic verification processes 
(Collins 2011) without many actual rejections – ironically, perhaps, raising seri-
ous questions about the economic value of public value testing. For example 
NRK’s recent bid in Norway to develop a web-based travel planner with three 
public sector partners took 18 months and four levels of inquiry to resolve, 
only to be decided on the basis of royal involvement in favour of the national 
broadcaster (Lilleborg 2012; van den Bulck & Moe 2012). 

So Moore’s legacy is of some consequence for PSM. Public value has become 
a media policy term ‘du jour’ in Europe. It is the primary lens for interpreting 
the BBC’s public service ethos (Coyle & Woolard 2012) and is highly favoured 
by the European Commission (Donders & Moe 2011). The concept has been 
useful as a tool for rethinking institutional values, and in that regard has in-
strumental importance for PSM today. That is the good news.

Less positively Moore’s framework has spawned bureaucratic ordeals 
whereby PSM organisations must justify new activities. The assessment of public 
value has become an industry in itself. Under the watchful eye of competition 
authorities, the practice often consumes considerable time, money and ener-
gies without unequivocal resolution in the public’s favour. Arguably where 
PSM’s operating boundaries are being rolled back, PVT has had more obvious 
benefits for the private sector than the public at large. Analysts see the influ-
ence of the commercial lobbies in ZDF’s decision to pull the plug on various 
online activities (Woldt 2010), and more recently in the cancellation of a joint 
video-on-demand service with ARD (Roxborough 2013). This happened without 
even needing to apply Germany’s version of PVT, called the ‘Three Step’ test, 
which suggests the mere possibility of its application can have a stifling effect 
on innovation and development.

Ever since the BBC, under Tony Blair’s New Labour government, conceived 
public value as a blueprint for the shaping of a modern public enterprise there 
has been a strong critical response to the concept. Oakley, Naylor and Lee 
(2011), for example, argued that the term lacked both intellectual rigour and 
the historical importance of alternatives, especially public service, public inter-
est and public domain. And James Crabtree observed that public value was 
becoming a god term which, “as an objective for public service moderniza-
tion...gives motherhood and apple pie a good run for their money” (2004: 4). 

In this volume Peter Goodwin argues that the rise of public value as a core 
concept for policy and application should be read as a political phenomenon 
that signals a fin de siecle shift to a market-based rationality that is too often 
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insufficiently critical, and that exposes anomalies in the economic logic used to 
justify funding on this basis. The public value framework has been instrumental 
in the growth of cultural quantification, which is tricky at best and potentially 
harmful as well. Michael Tracey addresses this concern in his contribution, which 
argues that the experience of human creativity and its affect are immeasurable.

Moore conceded that politics is properly the final arbiter of what is deemed 
to be valuable for the public sector to produce (1995: 38). But the problem, 
as noted in scholarly provocation, is that governments’ assessment of public 
value largely depends on how they think they should best respond to the 
changing tides of public opinion in order to secure their own career interests 
(Lee, Oakley & Naylor 2011). Further, it is telling, and not a little disingenuous, 
for Moore to declare that public managers can “proceed only by finding a way 
to improve politics and to make it a firmer guide as to what is publicly valu-
able” (1995: 38). It seems quite a stretch to think that a public institution that 
is supposed to be politically impartial could be a primary driver of improve-
ments in political process, despite its otherwise democratic purpose. Even if 
that intervention in the political arena was possible, it would be a difficult task 
because the authorising environment is a place of “contestation where many 
different views and values struggle for acceptance and hegemony” and where 
there will be “conflicts of ideology, interest and emphasis” (Benington & Moore 
2011: 6). Finally, it would arguably be ‘the kiss of death’ for PSM to be tainted 
as a politically partisan institution. What and where is the public value in that?

Rather than conceiving public service as a practice of giving impartial advice, 
as in the British tradition, Moore proposed that public sector managers need to 
be active in negotiating and brokering to convince all stakeholders – govern-
ment, bureaucratic, corporate and civic – that there is some common set of 
values and objectives on which they can agree. Just how painful and complex 
that can be in practice is well illustrated in the case study of Belgium’s VRT 
during its 2012 management contract negotiations. In the chapter by Karen 
Donders and Hilde van den Bulck, this process is characterised as a battle be-
tween parties favouring economic versus social imperatives. The case illustrates 
deeper conflicts at work in the definition of PSM purpose and value, a debate 
that goes far beyond the dualistic politics and critiques of neoliberalism that 
characterise earlier narratives of pervasive PSB crisis (e.g. Skene 1993; Frazer 
& O’Reilly 1996; Tracey 1998). 

Seen more broadly, PSM’s problems in building consensus are the same 
as for any institution that is subject to, and constitutive of, continuous social 
debate in an agonistic model of democratic politics (Craig 2000). Because PSM 
exists to represent and engage societies that are always in flux it must continu-
ally adapt to and be aligned with changing political and cultural preferences. 
Otherwise its mission will be out of step with what is needed and expected in 
a specific period, or it will fail in its efforts to fulfil in a mission that no longer 
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has sufficient validity. This necessarily exposes the enterprise to both risk and 
uncertainty, hence the appearance of perpetual crisis. This is not to diminish 
real threats to the funding or autonomy of individual PSM broadcasters, but 
only to note that the on-going calculation of public value is inherently difficult 
and contentious, and that it is also shifting as notions of the public change and 
as different conceptions of value are given political priority as a consequence 
of evolving circumstances.

Australia’s system is a case in point. There PSB has always existed in direct 
competition with commercial broadcasting, and has expanded and evolved 
with the increasing pluralisation of society. When the ABC was created in the 
late 1920s from a network of commercial stations, it had more of an economic 
than a Reithian focus. It was meant to spur the uptake of radio licenses and to 
connect remote rural populations with distant cities, furnishing the communi-
cative conditions in which both political participation and agricultural markets 
could flourish, despite geographic isolation. It addressed a majority British and 
Irish immigrant population, and until the 1980s had little to say about, or to, 
the country’s increasingly diverse post-War migrant groups (Brown & Althaus 
1996; Craik & Davis 1995), let alone its Indigenous peoples. 

The ABC’s failure to reflect Australia’s growing cultural diversity fuelled 
lobbies for new broadcast services, with two distinct public sector outcomes. 
In the early 1970s the government licensed the first ‘public’ radio stations, the 
basis of what is now one of the world’s largest formal, not-for profit ‘community 
media’ networks that is comprised of at least 424 licensed radio and television 
stations (ACMA 2013; Forde, Meadows & Foxwell 2002). Then in 1975 a sec-
ond national public broadcaster, the Special Broadcasting Service [SBS], was 
chartered with a specific multicultural and multilingual remit. In the decades 
since SBS has adapted to the changing needs of second-generation and new 
migrants alike, to provide appreciated services for a more cosmopolitan society 
and effectively responding to greater market competition. 

In the process SBS has evolved from an ethnic community broadcaster into 
a globally focused PSM company (Ang et al. 2008) with a marked investment 
in digital media citizenship strategies, such as user generated content (Mc-
Clean 2011) and public outreach. The chapter by Georgie McClean provides 
a useful overview to explain what this means for the public value of PSM in 
Australia today. The ABC has also developed successful diversity strategies 
through improved local and Indigenous programming, and most importantly 
via participative media. Jonathon Hutchinson fleshes this out in useful detail in 
his chapter on the ABC Pool project, in which he was a community manager 
and participant researcher.

The transformation of these organisations into multiplatform PSM entities 
has been the subject of on-going debate about the scope of their roles (Inglis 
2006; Ang et al. 2008). But so far, at least, the PVT testing regime has not been 
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applied in Australia. And despite various calls from conservative politicians to 
merge the ABC and SBS, to cut funding or privatise portions of their respec-
tive operations, the most recent government review of national broadcasting 
found that “Australians realise significant benefits from the existence of two 
vibrant national broadcasters” and that each performs “important and distinct 
roles” (DBCDE 2009: 15). As is always the case with PSM, the public value of 
these organisations has been uniquely constructed on the basis of a distinc-
tive national history, attuned to social, cultural and political change over the 
decades, and formulated accordingly in Australian media policy. It is nonethe-
less true that that way that worth is demonstrated, in budgetary processes and 
annual reports, owes far more to internationalised economic assumptions and 
practices than national factors. 

Measuring public value
In Creating Public Value (1995) Moore surveyed a variety of techniques for 
determining the worth of public sector activities, which include policy analysis, 
cost-benefit and cost-effectiveness analyses, programme evaluation, and cus-
tomer satisfaction surveys. He considered cost-effectiveness and programme 
evaluation especially useful because they look at how well collective objectives 
are being met – a vital emphasis in this theory’s emphasis on outcomes. Moore 
also emphasised the importance of time because the effects of any action or 
innovation can only be appreciated at some point after its introduction, often 
distant, with that point being difficult to nail down and with variation in repeated 
measurement over longer spans. Moore also acknowledged that each form of 
assessment has its weaknesses and “none alone is up to the task” (ibid: 22). 

In Benington and Moore’s recent collection (2011), Louise Horner and Will 
Hutton raise two primary problems that confound efforts to measure public 
value:

The first is whether an absolute measure can be derived, and whether this 

can be translated into a monetary value. This draws on economic as well as 

democratic theory. The second is the adequacy of performance management 

frameworks and whether they fully capture what public bodies do and to 

what extent they involve the public in decisions (p. 123). 

The first problem speaks to PSM’s problem with ratings and their inability to 
capture the full satisfaction or knowledge impact of programme consumption. 
The second includes the intangibility of procedural principles like equity or 
inclusiveness in programme or service development, and ‘externalities’ that 
result from consumption, such as higher degrees of racial tolerance or social 
cohesion. Organisational capacities, such as the ability of PSM to solve prob-
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lems and adapt to new challenges, are also hard to capture (Moore 1995: 34). 
Nevertheless as Mulgan (2011) argues, while metrics for public value may 
not be able to deliver actual improvement, they are nonetheless essential for 
rhetorical reasons: 

Better metrics do not of themselves deliver better outcomes. You can’t fatten 

a pig by weighing it. But if you don’t have some means of weighing it you 

may find yourself unable to persuade others that it’s as fat as you believe 

(Mulgan 2011: 212). 

Moore recognises that public and private organisations have different goals, 
which should suggest different emphases on what is measured and how. For 
PSM the objective can’t be, or should not be, to simply ‘satisfy audience de-
mands’, but rather must also be about ensuring that programmes and activities 
comply with their charters and fulfil remit obligations. In that regard it is es-
sential to measure outcomes, not only or mainly ‘performance’. It is not enough 
to be efficient; public service organisations must be fair, provide services for 
marginalised social groups, and seek to promote social justice. Being effective 
can mean being inefficient (i.e. sociocultural value may have little or nothing 
to do with economic value per se).

Moore’s rejection of economics as the final arbiter of public sector worth is a 
welcome perspective, but PSM is fraught today with political contention. It must 
justify its existence and many of its efforts to governments that are sometimes 
quite hostile, and to special interest groups and even competitors. Measuring 
public value in economic terms is therefore a focus of existential importance; 
like it or not diverse accountability processes and assessment are a necessity. 

PSM’s drive to produce public forms of ‘calculus as accountability’ (e.g. 
ratings, productivity and audience satisfaction indicators) has been amplified 
by the larger conditions of industrial modernity and rapid structural change. 
These have produced the need for internal measures that comprise a ‘calcu-
lus as control’ (e.g. risk assessments, business plans, performance indicators, 
environmental impact data, sales and marketing targets). Responding to tech-
nological evolution and to higher market risk encourages managers to adopt 
techniques with capacity to improve control of the organisation and facilitate 
better management across wider and more diverse information networks. This 
is increasingly evident throughout the public sector because expenditure must 
be documented for government, if not always opened to public scrutiny. 

Nearly twenty years ago the growth of control technologies (Beninger 
1989) and expert systems (Giddens 1990) were already inextricably linked to 
measurement regimes. It needs to be understood that measurement of value 
is a reflexive act that reinforces the authority of experts, encourages systems 
for quantifying, evaluating and justifying resource allocation, but can be a 
means for cultivating higher trust in complicated processes required for decid-
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ing on public investments. In this context ‘public value’ tests are about more 
than accountability strategies – they are a means for government to evaluate 
and manage the risks of governing a shifting, diversifying media environment. 

From the 1990s the academic fields of media and cultural economics, and 
then media management, emerged in response to these conditions. Looking 
back at the themes for RIPE conferences and books one finds ample evidence 
of the growing intellectual significance of these fields for PSM. Section II of this 
book investigates varied managerial perspectives on valuing PSM. Some are his-
toric and familiar, such as the thesis of market failure in broadcasting, but most 
are comparatively new, such as multi-stakeholder arrangements, management 
contract negotiations, and the evaluation of strategic ‘media literacy’ projects. 

These phenomena have a normative centre of gravity that invokes traditional 
defences of PSM, based on its social role and civil society relationships, they 
introduce new dimensions. This is clear in the chapter by Christian Berg (et 
al.), which extends the potential of the market failure thesis to digital broadcast-
ing and into broadband PSM environments, and yet ultimately acknowledges 
the greater importance of normative ideals as the basis for PSM legitimacy. 
Normative principles are equally central to an insightful discussion by Minna 
Aslama Horowitz and Jessica Clark about the importance of multi-stakeholder 
networks and hybrid arrangements to policy and operations in public media 
production. Josef Trappel argues that measuring public value fails if it focuses 
simply on modelling individual or customer benefits or satisfaction, and is 
largely confined to an interest in utility or exchange value. He suggests that 
all media firms, private as well as public, could usefully expand their interest 
in creating social value in order to cultivate wider and deeper appreciation 
for fundamental collective objectives – such as equality, liberty, solidarity, ac-
countability and civic participation. 

PSM cannot afford to be complacent about its capacity to meet a broad 
range of increasingly complicated social objectives. As Stoyan Radoslav dem-
onstrates in his chapter, investigating European broadcasters’ investments in 
the promotion and development of media literacies as part of the European 
Commission’s knowledge society push (see European Commission 2009), many 
of the assumptions about public value creation are too shallow. Broadcast-
oriented organisations tend to lean on idiosyncratic national definitions and 
instrumental, politicised approaches to producing media literacy in various 
projects, mostly with inadequate evaluation procedures that would convincingly 
validate public value claims. His findings are a good example of the need for 
PSM to provide richer accounts of its worth – not only to legitimate its claim 
on the public purse, but more importantly to distinguish itself from the many 
other media forms that now provide public goods and services.	

In this respect public managers’ must rely on the articulation of ethical 
principles that clearly distinguish, define and determine the character and 
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importance of PSM practice. One implication of Benington and Moore’s work 
(2011) is that PSM executives can garner the popular authority they need in 
order to act by putting principles before politics or business:

There might even on some occasions be a kind of moral legitimacy created 

by public managers and professionals [by] reminding society and its repre-

sentatives of important values that are being put at risk by actions that are 

politically supported, have legal sanction, and would likely work technically, 

but fail to protect or promote foundational moral values (p. 11).

Although putting principles before political fall-out or profits is not a con-
troversial position for PSM, it is often difficult in practice because doing so 
involves potential conflict of values. This was illustrated recently when ABC 
managing director, Mark Scott, defended the publication of classified govern-
ment information, leaked by whistle-blower Edward Snowden, which revealed 
that the Australia government had spied on Indonesian officials. Here the 
ABC controversially prioritised public interest and investigative independence 
over national political sensitivities. In the public value framework this would 
represent conflict within the authorising environment over what form of value 
is being generated.

Conceptions of public value, as Noel Whiteside (2011) notes, are historically 
grounded in the conventions and guidelines that define, valuate and steer col-
lective co-ordination. These principles are what some majority has agreed upon 
as being acceptable behaviour, appropriate standards and proper duties. Thus, 
public value is not simply a by-product of strategic action, or measurement 
of an organisational outcome like multiplatform delivery or app interaction; 
public value is an essential ingredient of planning and executing principled 
action based on public expectations. Thus, public value and public values are 
inextricably intertwined. 

Often public expectations change over time (Charles, de Jong & Ryan 2011) 
and are not as stable as many apparently assume. They are context-dependent 
and have cultural specificity. For example, the U.S. constitutional notion of 
people having ‘inalienable rights’ granted by nature at birth is a grand ideal 
but suspect in empirical observation. Institutional arrangements are the prod-
uct of such beliefs even if it seems fair to argue that values don’t give birth to 
institutions so much as institutions enable particular values to take form, enjoy 
preference and take precedence. That’s why PSM managers need to take special 
care in efforts to translate schemes for generating public value outcomes from 
one national arena to another. 

To effectively conceive what might be valuable as public service PSM must 
monitor, analyse and understand the expectations of the various publics it is 
required to serve, and what knowledge and experiences they might find valu-
able to acquire. Thus one of PSMs’ on-going strategic challenges is developing 
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capacity and competence to capture, interpret and respond to the diversity of 
expectations for its service. In our view, that is where Moore’s framework is 
most useful and important.

Co-producing values and value
For Horner and Hutton (2011: 113) one of Moore’s great conceptual contribu-
tions is the “ethos of co-production”, which he argues is critical to designing 
public value processes. Co-production refers to the variety of reciprocal relations 
between public organisations and their many stakeholders, which emphasise 
“downward accountability to users…as citizens as well as recipients or con-
sumers” (ibid.). In the BBC version, co-production involves “public explana-
tion, justification and transparent decision making,” together with a degree of 
dialogue with stakeholders (Coyle & Woolard 2012: 8). Co-production is not 
specifically about consultation or participation, but rather acknowledges the 
range of knowledge inputs that can be applied for improving service develop-
ment and delivery. The concept creates fresh challenges for audience research: 

For example, public value informed broadcasting, instead of mainly measur-

ing audience ratings, would foster cultured and knowledgeable viewers and 

listeners, whose judgments would be included in assessment of performance 

and public value added (Horner & Hutton 2011: 113). 

For PSM, co-production goes to the heart of public value outcomes in Moore’s 
strategic triangle because it means ensuring that the public’s views and values 
are influential in the design of public value strategies. This is not simply an 
altruistic principle, but as Lowe (2009) argues it has demonstrated practical 
utility. The practice will, for example, engender greater trust in and support 
for PSM sustainability. And yet this raises thorny questions for PSM: who are 
its publics? Numerous cultural studies suggest they are multiple (c.f. Banerjee 
& Seneviratne 2006; Thumin 2012). What is deemed proper and useful for PSM 
to do? Different constituencies have diverse and contradicting views about that. 
And how should a discussion about PSM’s role or activities take place? Experi-
ence to date suggests it isn’t easy to make the dialogue work in practice. Even 
when it works the results aren’t always very useful and figuring out what to 
do with what comes of the effort is challenging (Baker 2011). 

Section III of this book considers the definition of publics in operationalis-
ing public value through a series of case studies. Each presents an approach 
to formulating public value by better understanding diverse audience/user 
needs and values. Takanobu Tanaka and Toshiyuki Sato kick things off with 
their investigation of NHK’s response to the Great Eastern Japan Earthquake, 
the summary description for the devastating earthquake, tsunami and nuclear 
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disaster in August 2011. They explore NHK’s distinctive relationship to Japan’s 
broadcast audiences, the victims and their extended social networks, and its 
emerging connection with online users. 

Since 1961 when NHK was legislated to perform a disaster mitigation role, 
the organisation has developed guidelines to ensure the provision of rapid, 
accurate and ethical information in traumatic circumstances. The authors in-
troduce the idea that the NHK perspective can usefully be understood as a 
new principle for public value in action, which they term “human security”. 
This view is widely pertinent today where nations confront international risks 
with global stakes, as also highlighted by Moore and Benington (2011) in the 
conclusion of their edited collection on public value theory and practice. 

In the study reported here the authors examine procedural considerations 
in disaster reporting, especially the need for calm and sensitivity, and to put 
public guidance before news value. This evaluation illustrates that the Japanese 
population at large expected NHK to provide more responsive online services 
than other operators, and valued new services that NHK provided to fulfil the 
expectations – such as Twitter conversations that informed individual or local 
needs and function for reporting on missing persons. Organisational transpar-
ency and recognition of user-led innovation have since indicated the need 
for further future improvements in communicating post-disaster information. 

The re-orientation of values to co-production of knowledge is an enormous 
shift for broadcasters because their professional identities and characteristic 
communication modes are based on the transmission model. Even among the 
majority that have embraced online publishing and interactive platforms, the 
process of figuring out the best approaches, practises and limits is complicated 
and often contradictory. Some PSM organisations have developed advanced 
downward accountability to their publics via editor’s blogs, hosted forums and 
document repositories. But so far, at least, online services and programmes are 
rarely built on the basis of audience feedback, community consultation or social 
production models. This illustrates that regardless of rapid socio-technological 
change institutional values are predictably difficult to change. 

Davis and West (2008) proposed three approaches to putting public values 
into action. These approaches are certainly evident in political battles over the 
transition from PSB to PSM organisations: 

	 1)	 Values amplification (incorporating a wider range of values to better align 
the organisation with its environment).

	 2)	 Values maintenance (defending and keeping faith with existing values 
that are typically inherited or received as legacy values).

	 3)	 Values contraction (jettisoning some values that were previously main-
tained, often today associated with focusing on ‘core competencies’ or 
the ‘core business’).
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Option three is evident where public service has been forced to retreat from 
online and new media markets, as in Germany. It is also evident in the policy-
driven collapse of PSB in New Zealand. Option two is evident in appeals for 
public support when governments threaten to withdraw financial support, as in 
the USA where the political atmosphere has been toxic and recently in Greece. 
The amplification option, the most important for evolving media markets, is 
evident during negotiations about introducing or expanding PSM, as in recent 
years in Taiwan, for example. Thus it should not be surprising that despite 
increased public expectations for PSM development online, the new principles 
signalled in scholarship for more than a decade, and developing in various ways 
in practice, including connectivity (Martin 2002), participation (Enli 2008) and 
reciprocity (Jackson 2013), are taking time to operationalize and coping with 
real complications in policy formulation (Gripsrud & Moe 2010).

Key challenges are apparent in the chapter by Jonathan Hutchinson,which 
documents an ABC experiment in content co-creation. ABC Pool was designed 
to foster users’ social and cultural capital in new media production, and to 
diversify ABC cultural input. Pool staff provided ABC users with access to 
archival material, supported creative collaborations between users and staff, 
offered professional advice on production, and help commissioned audio-visual 
material for ABC programmes. However the project depended on the mediating 
work of a community manager who developed production guidelines, com-
municative and regulatory strategies to facilitate conversations and to arbitrate 
disputes. It required some effort to represent institutional values and profes-
sional standards to contributors as well as user interests to programme-makers 
and executives. Hutchinson’s theoretical analysis of this ‘innovation system’ 
concludes that such “cultural intermediaries” are one of the keys to fostering 
online community governance within an institutional PSM setting.

Co-creation is an ambitious and extended form of co-producing public value, 
and arguably doesn’t always reveal the thoughts and feelings even of majority 
interests – much less of disadvantaged minorities. Only a small percentage of 
PSM users may ever be inclined to generate content, or even to comment on 
programming. Georgie McClean provides an inside look at practices of audi-
ence consultation that were instrumental in commissioning two successful 
documentary series produced by SBS. These projects took a more formalised 
and traditional approach to programme evaluation of public value via com-
missioned audience research. The study gauges how well SBS programmes 
deliver on its charter obligations to nurture pluralistic values, representational 
diversity and greater understanding across cultural divides on topics of national 
importance, in this case immigration. 

From a conservative perspective, these documentaries can be seen as pro-
vocative or even unbalanced in their political focus – particularly in one case 
when a reality television format was used to explore a contentious topic with 
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the goal of reaching a younger audience. The study is an excellent example 
of why PSM institutions and institutionalised practices are primary grounds for 
values contestation – not just because of their normative or ethical approach 
to constructing debate, but because they are deeply embedded in the historic 
shaping of particular political, social and cultural environments and bring es-
sential expertise and authority to the process.	

In its emphasis on co-production as a form of knowledge exchange, Moore’s 
public value framework aligns with the economic theory of ‘convention’. This 
argues that markets operate on the basis of efficient co-ordination of social and 
economic interdependencies that are characteristic of diverse interests in com-
plex social systems. In Hartley’s view (2011), public sector organisations should 
be part of an “open” system for developing public value, and need to maintain 
many and intricate productive relationships with the external environment in 
which they are embedded. Benington (2011) takes networked approaches a 
step further, arguing not only their importance for improved service provision, 
but also in developing governance for public sector institutions. 

Networked relations are an adaptive response to increasing social hetero-
geneity, political complexity and market volatility. Such changes destabilise 
traditional hierarchies and signal “a shift in the centre of gravity of governance 
away from the state and towards civil society” (ibid: 36). This shift necessarily 
requires restructuring in institutional relations of power. Today already, and 
even more in the future, public services will involve as a constellation of formal 
and informal partners, operating sometimes co-operatively and at other times 
competitively, but which seek to respond to changing public values and to 
create ideas and relationships of lasting public value.	

Conclusion
It strikes us as ironic that public media professionals seeking to create new 
and better forms of public value online, along with closer and more varied 
public relationships, have met with so much pushback from government and 
commercial competitors. When seen from a public value perspective – the 
very perspective that grounds policy preferences for public sector institutions 
today – PSM is engaged in a logical, principled and appropriate adaptation to 
a changing media marketplace, to the evidenced interests of diverse publics, 
and the multiple uncertainties in service delivery that are essential concerns 
not only for output, but more importantly for outcomes. These institutions are 
doing what is expected and required in the public value framework, and yet 
often find themselves in what amounts to a no-win game. It’s difficult not to 
think that a lot of what is going on in the pushback against PSM is based on 
misunderstanding at best, and a deplorable hypocrisy at worst. 
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The same point is applicable to the drive to limit PSM’s innovation efforts. 
Public sector risk-taking, where it is well managed at least, has potential for 
contributing significant and cumulative added public value that benefits eve-
ryone. As Stuart Cunningham (2013: 93) argues, PSM can provide important 
innovation functions within their national context because:

[They] typically straddle the boundary between the market and the com-

munity or civic space. They have complex nation-building roles, delivering 

key information and news and current affairs unburdened by commercial 

interests and thus performing a key informal educative function (and, in so 

doing, maintaining a ‘trust’ relationship in a ‘risk’ society), but also providing 

experimental domains for new technology and creative R&D, while connect-

ing with a broad-based audience.

Cunningham further proposes that PSM can have a sponsoring effect, rather 
than the chilling effect on innovation that is often claimed, wherever com-
petitors are not already in position and where the PSM provider in is not the 
dominant market player. 

In this collection we recognise that questions about how PSM’s public value 
is constructed and measured may never be answered fully, and never finally. 
As Hartley observes, there will always be:

...different assessments according to context and organizational capacity, ac-

cording to short-term and longer-term perspectives, according to whether this 

reinforces particular strengths and weaknesses of the organization – quite apart 

from the different judgments, values and priorities that varied stakeholders 

may place on the innovation or improvement (2011: 180).

However, this collection takes up the notion of public value as a useful if 
politically contentious lens for exploring the current significance and future 
potential of PSM in a period and context when just about everything that is 
pertinent to the phenomenon is in flux. The contributions demonstrate that 
for PSM, at least, the public value framework and notion is most useful in just 
the way that John Benington suggests – as a heuristic tool “to stimulate debate 
between competing interests and perspectives, and to generate dialogue about 
how to improve services, about who gains and who loses, and about relative 
benefits and costs” (Benington & Moore 2011: 49).
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Defining Public Value  
in the Age of Information Abundance

The Hon. James Spigelman AC QC

The RIPE@2012 conference was opaened by the then newly appointed Chair-

man of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, Mr James Spigelman, who 

delivered his first official address on public service broadcasting. 

As in every nation represented at this international conference, the Australian 
media landscape is today dominated by the challenges of digital technology, 
with radical effects already apparent and the scope of future effects inher-
ently uncertain. For many participants in the media this is a time of fear and 
trepidation. It was always thus with revolutions in communication technology.

In the Phaedrus, Plato has Socrates recount a legend about the origins of 
writing, which the mythical Egyptian inventor Theuth presented to his pharaoh 
as an aid to memory. In reply, the king asserted that it would adversely affect 
the human capacity for memory. As Socrates put it:

(Writing) will introduce forgetfulness into the soul of those who learn it: they 

will not practice using their memory because they will put their trust in writ-

ing... You have not discovered a potion for remembering but for reminding.1

The next great technological revolution in communications was the invention 
of printing. It was greeted in the same way. Before the upstart entrepreneur 
and goldsmith turned printer, Johan Guttenberg, transformed publishing, it 
had been conducted for millennia by scribes who, in Europe, were controlled 
by the Church. A limited form of mass production was achieved in the large 
scriptoria of monasteries. Printing was a major threat to this business.

Filippo di Strata, a Dominican friar from the convent of San Cipriano on 
Murano, an island in the Venice lagoon, proclaimed in the late 15th century: 
“The world has gone along perfectly well for 6000 years without printing and 
has no need to change now”. He was particularly critical of the German inter-
lopers who took work from Italian scribes. Fra Filippo called them “ignorant 
oafs” who “vulgarised intellectual life”. He said that printers, unlike scribes, 

Chapter 2
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did not really understand what they were doing. He was concerned that the 
editorial expertise and writing skills of the scribes would be lost, as would 
the educational value of having to write things out in longhand, at a pace that 
enabled a monk to absorb and contemplate the text.

There was also a serious threat of intellectual freedom – I emphasise of 
not to intellectual freedom. Lascivious Roman love poetry, such as the works 
of Ovid, was widely circulated for the titillation of the young and impression-
able. Cheap printed versions of the Bible were now becoming available to 
individuals without the intermediation of a priest. All this was a threat to the 
authority of the Church. The impact was, of course, worse because printers 
could produce enormous quantities of books that anyone could get. Indeed, 
Fra Filippo complained: “It was hardly possible to walk through the streets of 
Venice without having armfuls of books thrust at you ‘like cats in a bag’ for 
2 or 3 coppers”.2 

This was an early form of information overload. Now we have what one 
commentator has called “data asphyxiation”. If you do a Google search of 
information overload in quotes, you get the self-satirical answer of 3,620,000 
hits in 0.14 of a second. The radical transformation in data availability is well 
expressed by Clive James who described the words “to Google” as “the infini-
tive that could search infinity”.3

Fra Filippo’s complaints about printing have almost precise parallels in some 
responses to the digital revolution – responses that will share the same fate.

Making sense of information abundance
Accumulating information today is like trying to drink from a fire hose. How 
can one cope with this flow and stay in control of one’s time and intellectual 
development? We all need help. How we get it is a work in progress. Deceptive 
shortcuts like Google pretend to give you what you need, but an automatic 
algorithm has no rational discriminatory basis. How many of us go beyond, 
say, the 20th or even the 10th page of Google results – through the commercial 
messages, the repetitive entries and the transparently useless junk – so that we 
are not subject to a mere popularity contest? Yes, we can refine the search, but 
the fact that a particular word combination appears in a text does not mean 
that the text is worth reading.

When you need a quick fix, Google and Wikipedia are a good place to 
start. However if you want depth of any kind, and if you care about quality, 
you need intermediation by a real person who has applied a mind, rather 
than a formula, to screening the information. Furthermore, the process of 
compilation must be trustworthy. Neither search nor aggregation algorithms 
can promise that.
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In the field of broadcasting, the parallel technical change arises from the 
virtual disappearance of spectrum scarcity, which has always been the focus 
of broadcast planning and development. The very concept of broadcasting is 
under challenge as new modes of delivery enable any viewer or listener to 
arrange their own program schedules to be accessed whenever they feel like 
it, and to do so from an ever expanding range of sources, all accessible from 
rapidly converging hardware of extraordinary, and increasing, power. It is in 
such a context that public service broadcasters, like the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation [ABC], must now find their place. 

If anything, the editorial role of a trustworthy intermediary to find, select, 
organise and analyse the abundance of material has become more important, not 
less. Of course, one can focus on specialist web sites and media for this purpose. 
Here lies one of the hidden dangers of the digital revolution. It is now possible 
to retreat into an electronic village or insulate oneself from any opinion with 
which one may disagree. The role of public broadcasters in promoting social 
cohesion and providing a forum for debate for a democratic polity as a whole – 
not just for those who can penetrate pay walls – remains of critical importance. 
As the ABC’s Managing Director Mark Scott put it in his 2009 Commonwealth 
Broadcasting Association Lecture: “The ABC … is a commons, a shared space 
… a shared reference point within Australian life, a cultural experience we all 
have in common, at a time when common cultural experiences are becoming 
harder to come by.”4 Such a role is best performed by an institution that is ac-
countable, and accountable only, to the people as a whole – in the case of the 
ABC, to the Australian people represented in the nation’s Parliament.

Ensuring diversity in the organising principles of a nation’s key institutions 
is as important for the health of society as biodiversity is for the health of the 
environment. A monoculture is inherently unstable, as we all experienced after 
the Global Financial Crisis of 2008, and earlier, with the sudden collapse of the 
USSR and Eastern Europe’s Communist regimes. 

A commercial monoculture in the media will either not deliver the broad 
range of content that public broadcasters have traditionally delivered, or will 
not deliver such content to the whole community. This is the fundamental 
justification for the mixed public/private model of the Australian broadcasting 
environment which has existed from the outset of radio (1920s) and television 
(1950s), and to which were more recently added community broadcasters 
(1970s) and subscription or pay TV (1990s). 

Maximising and satisficing
The theme of this conference, “Value for Public Money–Money for Public Value”, 
fits with precision a key statutory statement of the ABC’s purpose. Our legisla-
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tion expressly provides, as the first stated duty of the Board: “to ensure that 
the functions of the Corporation are performed efficiently and with maximum 
benefit to the people of Australia” (section 8(1)(a)).

The value for money theme has been a dominant consideration in public 
management debate for several decades. It developed as a result of the per-
ceived inadequacies of the traditional approach to decision making in public 
sector organisations not fully subject to market pressures. Until comparatively 
recently, public bureaucratic conduct did not always – perhaps even did not 
usually – display an acceptable balance between “maximising” public outcomes, 
or seeking optimal solutions to problems, and merely “satisficing”, in the sense 
of making acceptable or satisfactory decisions.5 

Such imbalances are not unique to the public sector. Any large organisation 
is prone to distortion in its decision making in order to serve the institutional 
interests created by its separate existence and its internal structure. This insti-
tutional imperative can often become a form of defensive tribal loyalty, both in 
the responses of the organisation as a whole towards outsiders and of sub-units 
within the organisation towards other sub-units and the organisation’s central 
decision-makers. At the risk of seeming exceedingly cynical, it sometimes ap-
pears that decision-makers in such contexts assess their personal success by 
maximising two variables: first, the total amount of resources available to the 
organisation (or to the relevant sub-unit) and, secondly, the extent of their 
institutional autonomy and freedom to act. 

Efficiency, in the sense of value for money, is thus often something to be 
satisficed, rather than maximised. Similarly, effectiveness, in the sense of achiev-
ing the purposes of the organisation or sub-unit and of particular programs, 
is also to be merely satisficed. Such considerations lie behind the flourishing, 
over recent decades, of management theory and practice both in private cor-
porations and in public organisations. This development has brought to the 
forefront issues of efficiency and effectiveness as matters to be maximised and 
not merely satisficed. The literature produced in pursuit of these objectives has 
consumed many forests.

The ABC has reason to be proud of its achievements over the last two-and-
a-half decades in these respects, not in the least in demonstrating value for 
public funding.

Efficiency and effectiveness at the ABC
Between 1987-1988 and 2012-2013, the ABC significantly expanded the ser-
vices it provides, and did so with fewer staff and less funding. In 1987-1988, 
its operational funding was A$967 million and it had 6,400 full-time equivalent 
staff. By 2012-2013, the ABC’s inflation adjusted funding had reduced to A$840 
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million and full-time equivalent staff to 4,600. However, the expansion of the 
services to the public over the same period was dramatic.

In 1987-1988, the Corporation had one analogue television channel, two 
national radio services, 38 local radio stations across regional areas and a youth 
radio service available only in Sydney. By 2012-2013, there was one analogue 
and four digital television channels, four national radio services, 60 local radio 
stations and five digital-only radio services, including specialist jazz and country 
music channels and triple j Unearthed, a user-generated music channel to which 
Australian record companies now look, almost exclusively, for new talent. On 
the other hand, part of the reduction in staff numbers is attributable to the loss 
of a function – the transfer of the State symphony orchestras.

The transformation was not only quantitative, but also qualitative. The ABC 
has sought to meet audience expectations as they are transformed by rapid 
changes in broadcasting and communications technologies. It offers one of the 
nation’s largest websites, radio podcasts, the iview television catch-up service 
and mobile apps, as well as meeting users’ expectations of interaction through 
online forums, blogs and social media.

In large measure these new services were funded by internal efficiencies, as 
well as reallocation of resources. No additional funding was provided for the 
delivery costs of online services, the content of digital radio or ABC2 television, 
nor for the creation of digital television news channel ABC News 24. To give 
only one example of the efficiencies made, television news studios that only a 
few years ago required a 14-person crew now require only four. 

I repeat, all of these additional services were developed and deployed with 
fewer staff and less funding. There was significant progress on the efficiency 
dimension. It is a tribute to effective management in practice, as distinct from 
management in theory, about which I will have some more to say.

Audiences as citizens and consumers
I turn to the question of “public value” or, as it is expressed in our legislation, 
“public benefit”. Because of the adoption of “public value” as a central consid-
eration by the BBC, these words are very much in vogue in public broadcasting 
discourse. So far as I am aware they are words without a universally accepted 
definition and are, accordingly, deployed in different ways in different contexts.6 
I do not mean to suggest that perfectly ordinary English words like this require 
definition before they can be used in civilised discourse. However, I do note 
that some of the literature appears to regard the absence of definition as some 
kind of barrier to proper analysis. While this is doubtless true for quantitative 
research or accounting for policy implementation, I have no such inhibitions. 
In many contexts this concept merely replaces similar overlapping terminol-
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ogy such as “public good”, “public interest” and “public benefit”. These words 
have been used with good effect over many decades, indeed centuries, without 
being burdened by definition.

Any assessment of public value must start with an understanding of the 
objectives of public broadcasting. I do not think that the Reithian trifecta – to 
inform, educate and entertain – has ever been bettered. The one additional 
dimension that I would add is operational, concerning the way a public broad-
caster should interact with its audiences.

A defining characteristic of public broadcasting should be that it treats its 
audiences as citizens and not as consumers. To act in this way is an essential 
component of an ethos of public service, which the ABC, by force of its statu-
tory Charter, is obliged to adopt. Public service goes well beyond satisfying 
consumer demand. There is, of course, nothing wrong with being a consumer 
or ensuring that organisations take into account how well the functions they 
perform meet the requirements of people as consumers. Nevertheless, it is 
important to recognise that a person’s interests as a “consumer” is only one 
part of that person’s status as a citizen. In much public policy discourse, the 
consumer analogy became a feral metaphor that acquired a disproportionate 
prominence. That may now be changing.

Consumers have desires or needs. Citizens have rights and duties. This dis-
tinction, which is reflected in the public value literature, is significant not only 
for the content of programs, but also for the way a public broadcaster interacts 
with its publics. It is sufficient to give only one example of programming for an 
audience of citizens. In a democratic polity the provision of a forum for public 
debate and discussion of ideas creates public value irrespective of whether or 
not it responds to something akin to popular demand.

Whilst the need to satisfy community demand for mainstream programming 
may be common to both commercial and public broadcasters, there are process 
and accountability considerations that commercial broadcasters either do not 
have, or do not share, to the same degree. Public broadcasters, for example, 
traditionally offer a diverse array of programs even though specialist and minor-
ity content may be costly and is unlikely to attract the large audiences sought 
by commercial media in pursuit of market share. Even the values of efficiency 
and effectiveness may sometimes need to be balanced against other public 
values such as accessibility, openness, fairness, impartiality, accountability, 
legitimacy, participation and honesty.

Of particular significance is the public value of accessibility of information, 
both in a technical and practical sense. In Australia, broadcasting has developed 
on the principle of universal, free availability. The intrusion of advertising on 
free-to-air television does not undermine that principle. However, pay-walls 
do. The cost of subscription to pay TV is not consistent with the public value 
of universal accessibility. Such considerations significantly limit the contribu-
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tion that pay TV can – and to a significant extent does – deliver on another 
traditional public value principle, program diversity.

There is a broadly based consensus in Australia that there is a core of pro-
gramming that must be universally available. In our sports-mad nation this is 
reflected in an “anti-siphoning” list, requiring major sports events to be first 
offered to free-to-air TV. However, is it not only sport that can deliver the 
kind of public value or benefit that should be available to all. Facilitating the 
discussion of ideas is a good example. Creating social cohesion by ensuring 
that the whole community understands its heritage and knows its own stories, 
is another.

Universality and technological change
The digital revolution has undermined the business model of much traditional 
media. Locally these effects have recently been manifest in dramatic job losses 
at Australia’s two largest print media corporations, the largest of which is News 
Limited, the Australian arm of Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation. Broadcast-
ers in metropolitan and regional areas are also facing an uncertain future with 
declining advertising revenues – although the impact has not, or not yet, been 
as dramatic as that for print.

In such a context, it is entirely understandable that there has been an in-
crease in the frequency with which commercial interests express anxiety about 
competition from public service broadcasters. There is of course nothing new 
about this. Public broadcasters, by their very existence, have always had an 
adverse impact on such commercial interests. 

In 1933, when the ABC started an independent news service, the chief ex-
ecutive of one of our major commercial media groups was so concerned with 
the potential competitive impact on his company’s print and radio operations 
he called for a reduction in the ABC’s revenue. That person was Sir Keith 
Murdoch, Rupert’s father. Some things change very little over the decades.7 

The first thing to say about such arguments is that there has never been 
a time when the ABC was simply a market failure broadcaster, obliged to fill 
gaps in the commercial offering. Its obligations are, and have always been, 
defined positively, not negatively. Specifically, under current legislation, the 
ABC is directed to provide “comprehensive broadcasting services” and to ac-
cept a “responsibility… to provide a balance between broadcasting programs 
of wide appeal and specialized broadcasting programs”. 

Unquestionably, a public broadcaster must program for minority audiences 
in a way that at least commercial free-to-air broadcasters would never do. 
There could not be a better example of this than this week’s comprehensive 
ABC coverage of the Paralympics – with which, it appears, advertisers would 
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prefer to avoid any association, despite the triumph of the human spirit that 
is continually on display.

However, as the express statutory obligations of the ABC make clear, we 
are obliged to offer services to the community as a whole. At a fundamental 
level, the key role of the ABC is to ensure that all Australians have access to 
quality media services, perhaps particularly reliable news and information about 
international, national, regional and local matters. 

The technological changes to which I have referred are only at the beginning 
of their impact on traditional modes of delivering news, information, entertain-
ment and education. Already it is apparent that digital technology constitutes 
a profound challenge for media organisations that have built and sustained 
businesses on pre-convergence assumptions. 

New business models are being tried, in the hope that they will allow es-
tablished media companies to transform themselves. In the face of confident 
assertions that these models will work, and that the assumptions on which 
they are based are sound, the truth is that no one knows where this is going. 
There is no guarantee that any of these models will prove to be sustainable. 

In such a context, the provision of a bedrock of quality services from a 
trustworthy source, accessible to all Australians wherever they live and without 
charge,8 with a degree of certainty that is not now available from other traditional 
sources, is a fundamental aspect of the public benefit – public value – that 
the ABC delivers. This is particularly so in the case of news and current affairs 
programming. It is now clear that present pay walls and online advertising 
for newspapers can no longer sustain the news gathering infrastructure of the 
past. It is doubtful whether the pay wall for pay TV can be sustained at the 
levels extant in Australia. The reduction of commercial TV and radio news and 
current affairs coverage to a tabloid core has been noticeable for some years. 
These developments are unlikely to be reversed.

There is no public debate in Australia that seriously questions the continu-
ation of the ABC’s traditional services. There is however some, limited, nega-
tive commentary about the ABC’s expansion into online and mobile platform 
delivery, which perhaps mirrors some international debate over the extension 
of public broadcasters’ remits into internet protocol publishing and distribution. 
Yet computers, smart phones and tablets are now so ubiquitous that delivery 
of a program, or cognate material, to such devices is a form of broadcasting, 
in the natural meaning of the term. These platforms are ubiquitous in their 
availability and, in that respect, are becoming the same as traditional radio or 
television sets. 

Any suggestion that such delivery platforms should be restricted because 
they are new is as dubious as an argument would have been – if advanced, 
but it was not – that radio programs should not be delivered to transistor radios 
because they did not exist when radio broadcasting commenced. The change 
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from “desktop” radio to mobile radio is of the same character as the change 
to contemporary mobile devices. 

That is not to say that the ABC’s determination to remain technologically 
relevant, interacting with its audiences in the manner that they prefer, does 
not have adverse commercial consequences on existing or potential service 
providers. As I have mentioned, the ABC has always had such effects. Whether, 
in particular circumstances or for particular services, the employment of public 
funds constitutes competition that could be regarded as “unfair”, is a matter on 
which reasonable minds can differ. However, “broadcasting”, in its ordinary and 
natural meaning, encompasses delivery of programs to all platforms capable 
of receiving them.

Public value and competition
I am aware that a significant body of writing in the “public value” literature 
raises similar considerations of “unfair competition”. Such issues arise explicitly 
in the European public value literature for competition law reasons.

Public expenditure on broadcasting falls within the European concept of 
“state aid” which is capable of distorting the single market of the European 
Union. In this context, public value has emerged as a comprehensive description 
of the benefits that arise from public broadcasting which, pursuant to European 
competition law, need to be balanced against the market impact of the service 
so provided. A similar balancing exercise has been adopted by the BBC, in a 
context where the market dominance of that institution has been controversial 
for reasons additional to those which arise under European competition law 
to which, of course, the BBC is also subject.

Australians could perhaps obtain some advantage from the public value litera-
ture. However, I must say that the approach may not prove particularly helpful 
when balancing incommensurable standards like “public value” and “market 
impact”. As one United States Supreme Court judge put it in a different context: 
it is like asking whether this rock is heavier than that piece of string is long.

Nevertheless, judgments balancing incommensurable values of this character 
frequently have to be made in public policy decision-making. The major trap 
to avoid in such a process is not to give the quantifiable components a dis-
proportionate weight. Hard figures portray a concreteness which means they 
can receive salience not available to narrative propositions. Considerations of 
quality or equity are not entitled to less weight in a balancing exercise merely 
because measurement is difficult and, often, impossible.

The approach is unlikely to be of much utility in Australia, where these cross-
border competition or protectionist issues do not arise. Nevertheless, similar 
“crowding out” arguments have been put forward on the basis of “fairness” or 
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“proper use” of public money, rather than in the language of competition law. 
Such concerns were raised in Australia during the recent national Convergence 
Review of digital media policy. Yet the final review report noted the leading 
role Australia’s public broadcasters have played in developing innovative 
online and digital content and recommended their broadcast-era charters be 
updated to explicitly encompass these new media activities.9 This proposal 
acknowledges an important form of “public value” that the ABC produces in 
the changing media environment.

Public value and managerialism
Despite its widespread use, the managerial origins of contemporary public value 
discourse should give us pause before accepting and applying the concept. 
It can be traced to a book by Mark Moore of the Harvard Kennedy School of 
Government published in 1995: Creating Public Value: Strategic Management 
in Government.10

Persons responsible for organisation in the public sector used to refer to 
their vocation as “public administration”. Most of the university courses and 
academic journals were so entitled. Some still are. Over recent decades this 
sphere of discourse has come to refer to itself as “public management”. The 
change in terminology reflects a development in which “managers” see their 
role as more active and interventionist, with a claim, of a professional character, 
to a broader, indeed sometimes to the universal, applicability of their vocation 
in all spheres of organised activity: private corporations, the not-for-profit sec-
tor and the public sector.

When the focus was on “administration”, there was validity in the proposi-
tion that the skill set required for administration was similar from one sphere 
to another. The same claim of universality was, however, carried over when 
“administration” became “management”. However, “managers” purport to be 
able to determine a much wider range of organisational conduct than they did 
when they were “administrators”. 

This claim to institutional territory now encompasses the manner in which the 
objectives of an organisation are determined and how they are to be achieved. 
This imperial claim is, in significant respects, a conceit. The decision-making 
training and experience of “managers” is not necessarily well-suited to the at-
tainment of public objectives. It sometimes offers a falsely, technical answer to 
political, social, cultural and even moral questions, about which people often, 
indeed usually, disagree. “Management” often proceeds on the basis that there 
is a right answer to any question. There isn’t.

At the core of management practice, including public management, is a 
broadly applicable set of principles and practices that distil a considerable body 
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of experience. The concern with value for money, to which I have referred, is 
an example of the utility of good management. However “management” is also 
a fashion industry and it is necessary to be aware of the transient elements, 
particularly in view of the imperial overreach of recent decades.

“Public value” is the latest in a long line of cognate attempts to guide 
budgeting and decision-making in the public sector: in the 1950s there was 
“performance budgeting”; in the 1960s came “programme budgeting”; later 
there emerged “Zero-based budgeting”. Thereafter, public budgeting and 
decision-making began to embrace managerial fads from the private sector: 
including strategic planning, mission statements (even “vision statements”), 
business plans, benchmarking, “management by objectives”, “strategy”, “total 
quality management”, “the triple bottom line”, the “balanced scorecard”, “busi-
ness process re-engineering” and many others.

As anyone familiar with the burgeoning management sections of book-
shops will know, these fads come and go as rapidly as the equally large and 
burgeoning sections on personal diets. Scarcely a week goes by without some 
new volume proclaiming the abiding utility for “managers” or, even better, 
for “leaders”, of the insights to be found in an obscure author whose work is 
available, if at all, only in the Penguin Classic series, or from some other set of 
insights which can be deduced from either a catchy aphorism or a promised set 
of numerical principles, usually 10 in number. Much of this literature reminds 
me of Clive James’s description of “a thin argument gaining altitude”, which 
he said was “like the burnt paper wrapping of an amaretto cookie rising on a 
self generated column of hot air”.11 

Many of these attempts to draw on private sector experience for public sec-
tor decision-making were brought together under a general concept of “New 
Public Management” or, in the terminology favoured by Vice President Al 
Gore, “Reinventing Government”. The “public value” approach was, originally, 
self-consciously a successor to the “New Public Management”. In some of its 
iterations “public value” has certain distinct advantages over NPM, in particular 
by re-emphasising the need for public policy to treat citizens as citizens and 
not merely as consumers, and the assertion of the process values involved in 
public decision-making. In the latter respect the literature draws to some degree 
on the deliberative democracy literature. 

However, no one should proceed on the basis that this fashion cycle is over. 
Indeed a rival group in the United Kingdom appears to have stolen a march 
on advocates of “public value “. Earlier this year the UK Parliament passed the 
Public Services (Social Value) Act, which imposes a statutory requirement on 
public bodies to apply a test of “social value “to services commissioned and 
procured. This terminology appears to have emerged from the NGO space, 
but is now a statutory intrusion into “public value “territory. 
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The origins of “public value” in the 1995 managerial book, bears its time on 
its face. As the title itself makes clear, this was a period when Harvard Busi-
ness School and the management consultants had convinced many that the 
answer was “strategy”. No one talks like that anymore.12 Even, by 1995, this 
approach was already being supplemented with a newfound focus on people 
and agency rather than structure, particularly from a book entitled In Search of 
Excellence.13 “Excellence” also features in the foundational text on public value 
by Moore. Unfortunately the list of excellent companies proved more transitory 
than the management fad. Within five years, about half had fallen from grace 
and within 15 years only five were left.14 Neither “strategy” nor “excellence” 
feature in recent public value discussion.

Of more enduring significance for the public value literature is the proposi-
tion, repeated on many occasions, that “public value” is the equivalent in the 
public sector of “shareholder value” for the management of private corporations. 
In this respect the public value discourse has not caught up with what has 
happened in management of private sector corporations. “Shareholder value” 
has also experienced a fall from grace. 

What was called “value-based management” or VBM, in the argot of the con-
sultant business, has disappeared from polite discourse amongst management 
consultants. It was blamed for managers indulging in asset stripping, destruction 
of communities, short-term orientation, excessive risk-taking, unconscionable 
remuneration and scandals such as Enron. The financial crisis of 2008 finally 
put it to bed and even Jack Welch, the poster boy CEO of GE, announced that, 
“shareholder value is the dumbest idea in the world”.15 

The most recent Harvard Business School offering is a new concept of 
“shared value”, which criticises those who: “... (C)ontinue to view value crea-
tion narrowly, optimising short term financial performance in a bubble while 
missing the most important customer needs and ignoring the broader influences 
that determined their long-term success”.16 This has much in common with both 
the “public value” and “social value” approaches. Perhaps most strikingly for 
observers of the media, the journey of managerial philosophy has an uncanny 
echo in the journey of the Murdoch family’s MacTaggart lectures: Rupert in 
1989, James in 2009 and Elisabeth in 2012.

Conclusion: against pantometry
If “public value” is understood as an overarching term to cover the kinds of 
things we have always talked about in terms of public benefit, public inter-
est or public good, it can do no harm and may do much good. If the aura 
of managerialist rhetoric assists in selling what is in essence a process of 



55

DEFINING PUBLIC VALUE IN THE AGE OF INFORMATION ABUNDANCE

judgment and assessment, then it can be useful. That includes utility in the 
context of deciding whether or not public broadcasting is operating unfairly 
to other media.

The principal danger is that some will seek to give this value judgment pro-
cess a fake air of precision by introducing measurement as the only guide to 
the formulation of judgements. This tendency in public discourse, a tendency 
which may now be receding. I did my best to resist this tendency in my earlier 
incarnation as a judge on a number of occasions. I revived a term that has fallen 
into disuse – pantometry – which means universal measurement, the belief that 
everything can be counted. In fact, not everything that counts can be counted. 
The basic thrust of much of the public value literature affirms that proposition. 

The BBC now disaggregates the elements of public value: democratic value, 
cultural and creative value, education value, social and community value. This 
is useful and can assist decision-making that requires judgment. There is some 
danger, however, in the attempt to specify aspects of value that are measurable: 
reach, quality, impact and value for money.17 Some of these elements cannot be 
measured, particularly quality. Broadcast programs are not like manufactured 
goods subject to objective reject rates. The perils of pantometry must be borne 
in mind lest the elements that are measurable dominate the decision making 
process. There are contexts where what can be measured matters most. Public 
broadcasting is not one of them.

In mid-18th-century London a mathematical prodigy called Jedediah Buxton 
was taken to see David Garrick perform in Shakespeare’s Richard III at the 
Drury Lane Theatre. When asked whether he had enjoyed the play, his reply 
was that it contained 12,445 words. Jedediah would today be diagnosed as 
autistic. He did seem to miss some significant things: the sarcasm of “Now is 
the winter of our discontent, made glorious summer by this son of York” and 
the desperation of “A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse.” I do not wish 
to suggest that pantometry is a medical condition, but sometimes I wonder.

I accept of course, that measurement does have an important role to play. 
My concern is to ensure that it does not receive unwarranted significance. The 
ABC recognizes that it is vital to know whether it is providing programs that 
people value. For some time now, independent surveys have consistently af-
firmed that about nine in ten Australians believe that the ABC provides “valuable 
services” to the Australian community and about half believe that the services 
are “very valuable”.18

That is worth knowing and worth watching.
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Comparing ‘Public Value’  
as a Media Policy Term in Europe

Hallvard Moe & Hilde Van den Bulck

‘Public value’ is the most central concept in discussions of publicly funded media 
across and beyond Europe. The concept invokes a redefined remit for public 
service media, incorporates an economic variable, and pushes the enterprise 
beyond traditional broadcast radio and television services. Understanding what 
different stakeholders mean by ‘public value’ in different contexts and what 
impact the growing use of this concept has on policy is crucial for anyone 
interested in the future of public service media. 

Much has been written about the so-called ex ante public value tests 
for new service of public service media, the procedures and its impact on 
public service media policy (e.g. Donders & Moe 2011; Levy, 2011; Michae-
lis 2010; Moe 2010; Van den Bulck & Moe 2012). However, policy is not 
just procedures and long trajectories, but also incorporates concepts that 
often become buzzwords, emerging in policy discourse with life spans that 
depend on the policy environment. These buzzwords push policy thinking 
and policy making in particular directions. Therefore, tracing the appearance 
and spread of policy terms across contexts can provide insight into evolving 
power structures and meaning creation and re-creation. Studying buzzwords 
and the mechanisms behind them further enables to take a step back and 
critically assess the wider impact of current policy development. Based on 
empirical data from policy debates and legal implementations, and taking 
an international comparative approach, this chapter scrutinises the history 
and analyses the meaning of ‘public value’ and its impact on public service 
media policy in a cross-section of countries. The aim is to understand the 
historical roots of ‘public value’ and its trajectory in European media policy-
making. Our approach to the study is based on assessing factors that include 
relations to the overall policy environment or zeitgeist; the relative power of 
actors introducing the term; its ‘translatability’ into different languages and 
country-specific characteristics; and the ways in which it has been turned into 
actual policy. Beyond that, the chapter aims to study what counts as ‘public 

Chapter 3
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value’ today, and to reveal significant patterns of consistency and variation 
in different countries and languages. 

What does ‘public value’ mean, and what are the consequences of the dif-
ferent uses of the term? Our work will demonstrate how despite, or maybe 
because of, the term’s relative success, its actual meaning remains undefined 
and unspecified, the concept continues to be controversial, and is often used 
mainly in an instrumental manner to legitimate new development in public 
service media but in ways that are largely already meant by the terms ‘public 
service’ or ‘public interest’. Recognising that public service media is in essence 
a normative construct (e.g. Curran 1991), this chapter offers critical, compara-
tive insights into the varied construction and measurement of public value in 
media policy-making, and the consequences of policy discourse based on this 
economic logic. The spread and uses of the term ‘public value’ have yet to 
be mapped in media research. Thus we will analyse as wide a range of cases 
as can be distinguished, rather than doing an in-depth study of a few specific 
instances. Nevertheless, we aim to move beyond a mere listing of examples 
to an international analysis of the trajectory and meanings of ‘public value’.

Accounting for the service to the public:  
‘Public value’ as a buzzword

The role of public service media in society, how they can perform this role 
in a transparent fashion and be held accountable for the use of public funds 
– in short how institutions can best fulfil their public service – remains topi-
cal around the world. Across Europe, public service media have undergone 
a process of debating and redefining their remits, a process which continues 
today and tends toward a more market- and economic-oriented construct. 
This follows, and is to a significant degree influenced by, the growing power 
of commercial competitors as key stakeholders in media systems and policies 
both nationally and at the EU level (Van den Bulck & Donders 2014). However, 
policy-making is not just about stakeholders struggling to obtain particular policy 
outcomes. It is also a struggle over the power to define both the problem and 
the solution, and thus a matter of establishing a characteristic terminology. As 
such, policy-making is about introducing and creating momentum for certain 
terms, here considered as catch phrases or buzzwords (e.g. Freedman 2010; 
Fairclough 2006). 

‘Buzzword’ has a negative connotation. Its historic roots are within the 
business and technology sectors (Mjøs et al 2010). The seed of a buzzword is 
typically planted within a specialist field, where the term has a precise meaning. 
But as the term is appropriated outside its originating context – for instance 
being adopted in policy-making discourse – the meaning typically changes, 
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becoming less precise and connoting something that is characteristically vague 
even if also important and current (Mjøs et al 2010: 4). In what follows, we start 
from the assumption that ‘public value’ is a buzzword in this sense (also Lee 
et al 2011). The term has come to play a key role in European public service 
media discussions over the past decade, appearing in corporate strategy and 
governing policy documents at both national and European levels, assuming 
a position of considerable importance in legislation and academic analyses. 
We trace this development, looking in detail at the uses of the term and the 
functions it serves for different actors.

The introduction of the ‘public value’ term is closely related to evolving 
views on accountability in public service broadcasting. Until the mid-1980s 
PSB organisations were typically monopolies in Western Europe and thus ac-
countable first and foremost to governments, a condition that was reinforced 
through the politicisation of these institutions (notable historic references include 
Scannell & Cardiff 1991; Van den Bulck 2001; Bardoel & Lowe 2007). From the 
mid-1980s onwards, technological developments (first cable and satellite, then 
digitisation), economic dynamics (the concentration of media ownership, the 
pursuit of economies of scale and scope), socio-cultural trends (postmodern 
structures, individualisation in audience identities as consumers) and political 
preferences (neo-liberal political philosophy and deregulatory agenda) are 
all factors that have resulted in the dissolution of public service monopolies 
in broadcasting (McQuail & Siune 1998; Blumler 1992; Doyle 2006). Reforms 
through the 1990s varied across Europe but were heavily influenced by the New 
Public Management [NPM] doctrine. This introduced entrepreneurial manage-
ment styles and a business-like orientation to public sector management and 
governance, describing the public as a client (rather than a citizen), celebrating 
competition as an absolute good, cultivating marketization and encouraging 
outsourcing, and contractualising relations (Hood, 1991; Pollitt & Bouckaert 
2004). Public sector broadcasters have been both the target of such interventions 
and an active participant in partly exchanging a cultural-educational logic for 
those of competition, audience maximisation and channel branding (Lawson-
Borders 2006; Van Cuilenburg & McQuail 2003). 

Since the year 2000, instruments of control and accountability have be-
come increasingly organised within a competition framework between PSM 
organisations and other media market players – mainly commercial operators. 
This competition framework has been legitimated by an increasingly manifest 
belief that the market can provide diverse and high quality services, embodied 
especially in EU competition law, that government intervention in broadcasting 
(and media more generally) should decrease because it disturbs markets and 
creates distortion, and that the role of publicly-funded media organisations 
must be defined and monitored more transparently, a change evident in vo-
cal calls for greater accountability and the implementation of instrumentation 
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to determine levels of performance (Armstrong & Weeds 2007; Elstein et al. 
2004). One consequence is the adoption of the so-called ex ante tests as a 
requirement to introduce new and/or significant expansions to public media 
services, procedures meant to control (and possibly constrain) PSM institutional 
behaviour, particularly in the area of online media services (Van den Bulck & 
Moe 2012; Donders & Moe 2011).

This phase or phenomenon coincides with and was strongly influenced 
by the introduction of the concept of ‘public value’ in a reaction against the 
NPM public management paradigm (Bennington & Moore 2011; Christensen 
& Lægreid 2007). The ‘public values framework’ was introduced by Mark H. 
Moore at the Harvard Business School. Moore (1995: 10) sees public value as 
a concept that “equates managerial success in the public sector with initiating 
and reshaping public sector enterprises in ways that increase their value to the 
public in both the short and the long run”. Collins (2011; 2007; also Lee et al 
2011) explained how ‘public value’ was adopted by the British Labour Govern-
ment in the early 2000s and how the term was subsequently embraced by the 
BBC as a key policy tool in 2004 in the legitimation strategy and processes that 
preceded its Charter renewal (Lee et al 2011; Collins, 2007; BBC 2004). From 
there, the term travelled into the realm of the European Union, consequentially 
crossing linguistic and political borders. Indeed, the spread of the term across 
Europe seems closely related to the growing intervention of the European Union, 
particularly the European Commission (EC) in public service media policy. The 
Amsterdam Protocol (1997), the cornerstone of EU policy on PSB, recognises 
it as a crucial institution in maintaining media pluralism, and confirms member 
states’ competence to provide funding for PSB. Yet, the Protocol stipulates that 
such funding must not “distort trading conditions and competition rules in the 
European Union” (Bardoel 2009: 1; Donders & Pauwels, 2010). 

On this basis, a wave of cases brought against publicly funded broadcast-
ers by commercial broadcasters and press companies have protested the wide 
scope of activities, the position of PSB vis à vis technological developments 
and new media services, and the so-called ‘market distortion’ effect of public 
funding in broadcasting (cf. Bardoel, 2009). These complaints led the EU to 
gradually introduce more detailed regulations, and the European Commission 
to replace the 2001 Broadcasting Communication on state aid rules for PSB with 
the new 2009 Broadcast Communication,1 stating that: (1) The public service 
remit must be clearly defined and formally entrusted upon the PSB institution; 
(2) Financing must be limited to actual costs; (3) Commercial activities must 
conform to the market (Soltész 2010: 32). These developments coincided with 
the growing use of the term public value. 

This trajectory will be useful to trace and explain. Did the debates after 
the BBC Charter introduced the term into public service media policy mak-
ing, actually lead to the adoption of public value as a rhetorical tool by the 
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EC, across EU member states (and EFTA), by neighbouring states such as 
Switzerland and possibly beyond? Where was the term introduced and which 
factors pushed which actors to introduce it in the particular forms that it took? 
Equally, if the term was not adopted, we want to understand why not. What is 
more, it appears that over the course of almost twenty years now, the public 
value concept has changed meaning and been construed to support varying 
functions for different stakeholders. Collins (2011; see also Lee et al. 2011) 
argues that the term was not just adopted but adapted considerably from its 
origin as a critique of NPM. While in Moore’s (1995) North American concep-
tion the term refers, for example, to public management’s ‘engagement with 
[...] users, citizens and communities’ (Benington 2011: 21) and European NPM 
scholars focus on longer-term question on ‘what adds value to the public 
sphere’ (ibid.), in contemporary European broadcasting, public value has be-
come a vehicle for more top-down management approaches, extensive and 
increasingly bureaucratic assessment procedures, and a ‘ritual of verification’ 
(Bardoel & Brants 2003), most notably in the development of the BBC’s public 
value test (Donders & Moe 2011). We will interrogate these shifting meanings 
and applications of public value to generate improved understanding of their 
implications for public service media. 

Analytical framework
To understand the trajectory of the concept of ‘public value’, its adoption 
(or not) by stakeholders and policy makers at various (institutional, regional, 
national, EU) levels, and the various adaptations of the actual meaning of the 
concept in a meaningful way, we need to identify a number of factors that 
determine these processes.

A first important set of factors is the relationship of stakeholders and policy 
makers to the EU. As analyses of the EC media policy indicate (Donders 2012; 
Collins 2011; Michaelis 2011) analyses indicate, the EU has been instrumental 
in spreading regulatory mechanisms that are inspired by, or directly linked to, 
the idea of public value. While the 2001 and 2009 Broadcasting Communication 
Acts both stipulate a clear definition of the public service remit, the Commission 
failed to stipulate what exactly this public service remit should entail, leaving 
governments and competing stakeholders to attribute different interpretations 
and functions to it. Crucial in understanding the potential impact, is the EC role 
in the development of the so-called ex ante tests for significant new services that 
have been set up in response to EC stipulations following the above-mentioned 
complaints from commercial competitors. Most notable in this regard, was the 
development by the BBC of such a test and, more importantly, the labelling 
of this as a ‘public value test’. Together with the German Drei-Stufen-Test, it 
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set the tone for much discussion about the development of such tests in other 
countries (cf. Donders & Moe 2011). 

The EU and EC influence is not limited to EU member states. For instance, 
Norway, Switzerland, Lichtenstein and Iceland all fall under the European Free 
Trade Agreement (EFTA) and this ‘preferential position’ vis à vis the EU puts 
them under almost equal EC scrutiny as EU members. What is more, there are 
indications that EU policy’s influence exceeds to wider geo-political areas. A 
first step in understanding the (non) use of the term public value, therefore, is 
to identify the relationship between a national policy maker and the EC and 
to then determine whether or not a particular policy process regarding ex ante 
testing was introduced after the emergence of the term in British policy in 2002. 

A second factor is the characteristics of the media market. Hallin and Man-
cini (2004) distinguished three dominant models of European media system: 
the liberal model (characteristic of the UK), the democratic corporatist model 
(characteristic of Scandinavian countries) and the polarised pluralist model 
(characteristic of France). Terzis (2009) proposed a fourth, the East-European 
post-communist model (e.g. Bulgaria). Each model involves a set of relation-
ships between media and government, characterised in part by varying terms, 
degrees and approaches to accountability. Indeed, in many countries, PSM 
critics maintain that the absence of a clearly defined remit goes hand in hand 
with inadequate accountability instruments and a lack of transparency (Brants 
2003; Bardoel & Brants, 2003).

A third relevant factor is the overall size of the media market. PSM is of par-
ticular relevance in smaller media markets, as these are inevitably characterised 
by more limited resources, higher per capita production costs, and more limited 
export opportunities compared with big market and global language players. 
As such, these markets incur higher degrees of vulnerability, coupled with a 
notable dependence on what happens in neighbouring countries (Edelvold 
Berg 2013; Lowe & Nissen 2011; Puppis 2009). This makes the position of PSM 
in dual media markets not only crucial to the economic and cultural health of 
audiovisual production, but also vulnerable to scrutiny from other stakeholders, 
particularly commercial competitors. 

Finally, we need to analyse the different meanings attributed to the concept 
of public value. Theoretically, we can distinguish a number of, often opposi-
tional, understandings of the term. For instance, Moore’s (1995) conception of 
the term focuses on the bottom-up relationship between citizens and the public 
institution. In contrast, Power (1999) points to public value within the context of 
the ‘ritual of verification’ of top-down management and assessment procedures 
(Power, 1999). From an economic perspective, public value can be position as 
a positive alternative to a market failure prespective on public service media. It 
is also useful to establish how the use of the concept in different contexts re-
lates to older key terms, especially those of ‘public service’ and ‘public interest’. 
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Methodology
In general, comparative analysis yields a better understanding of intricate, 
country-specific processes that push seemingly similar processes into different 
directions. We therefore opted for a ‘comparative case study’ that can account 
for complexities as well as for specific circumstances and contexts surrounding 
a thematic subset of issues (Raats & Pauwels 2011: 25). To analyse the use of 
the concept of public value in policy debates and legal implementation, we 
identified and collected relevant policy documents. For each case (see below) 
we collected regulatory frameworks, White and Green papers and other policy 
documents of national governments, performance contracts and other relevant 
documents of broadcasters and other stakeholders and actors for the selected 
cases. These documents were identified according to type of document and 
‘author’ (i.e. policy actor). We consider policy documents as texts (see Fisher 
2003), which means ‘social products that have consequences in themselves’ 
(Karppinen & Moe 2012: 166) and that incorporate a certain narrative about 
policy issues. We searched for the occurrence of the keyword phrase ‘public 
value’ (in English and possible translations in the various case languages) and 
its situated meaning. Meaning is here understood and operationalized in terms 
of the Barthesian (Barthes 1957, 1964) sense of denotation (explicit or direct 
meaning), connotation (association, implicit or secondary meaning) and myth 
(ideological and/or meta-meaning). This triple analytical system is applied to 
occurrences of the term in the collected documents used here. If the term did 
not occur, we looked for the use of alternative, related terms including public 
service, public interest and the like. This allowed to understand not just the 
occurrences of the term public value but also to understand the background 
of its use (or not).

Following Collins’ (2007 & 2011; see also Lee et al. 2011) analyses of the 
early introduction of the concept of public value in the area of media policy 
in Britain, our research period begins in 2002, the year the British government 
adopted the term, and analyses a ten-year term (up to 2012). Each case is iden-
tified on the basis of a set of indicators which include the identification of the 
media model that is extant (either polarized pluralist, democratic corporatist, 
or liberal), the existence or absence of an ex ante test (on paper, legally, or 
actually performed), the media market size (large or small) and the occurrence 
of the term public value in relevant policy documentation. 

The above research interest and framework guide the selection of cases. 
First, as the ‘pioneer’ of Reithian PSB, the UK is included as a background case. 
Second, EU member states with different media systems are represented. Third, 
European non-EU members, preferably also with different media models, add 
to the analysis. Fourth, the inclusion of non-European cases further substanti-
ates the discussion. Keeping in mind the need to limit the total number of 
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cases to facilitate thorough scrutiny, as well as to allow for pragmatic concerns, 
including those of the researchers’ knowledge of different languages and the 
kinds of literature and sources available, the following 14 cases were selected: 
UK, Ireland, Flanders, the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, France, Denmark, 
Finland and Slovenia (as EU members differing along other factors), Norway, 
Switzerland and Macedonia (as non-EU members with different systems and 
relations to the EU), and Australia (as a non-European country).

Table 1.	 Overview of factors across case countries

			   Type of media		   
			   system (cf. Hallin	 Size media	  
	 Post-2002	 Ex ante	 & Mancini 2004;	 market	 ‘Public value’ used  
	 EU complaint 	 test 	  Terzis, 2009)	 (cf. Berg 2011) 	 (native term)

UK	 Yes* 	 Yes	 Liberal	 Large	 Yes

Ireland	 Yes	 Yes	 Liberal	 Large	 Yes (public value)

Netherlands	 Yes	 Yes	 Corporatist	 Large	 Yes (publieke (meer)waarde)

Flanders	 Yes	 Yes	 Corporatist	 Large	 Yes (publieke (meer)waarde)

Germany	 Yes	 Yes	 Corporatist	 Large	 Yes (public value)

Austria	 Yes	 Yes	 Corporatist	 Large	 Yes (public value)

Denmark	 Yes	 Yes	 Corporatist	 Large	 Yes (public service-værdi)

Finland	 No	 Yes	 Corporatist	 Large	 No

France	 Yes	 No	 Polarised Pluralist	 Large	 No

Slovenia	 No	 No	 Post Communist	 Small	 No

Norway	 Yes	 Yes	 Corporatist	 Large	 Yes (allmennverdi)

Switzerland	 No	 No	 Corporatist	 Large	 No

Macedonia	 No	 No	 Post Communist	 Small	 No

Australia	 N/A	 No	 (Liberal)	 Small	 No

Table 1 provides an overview of the cases and factors. We found the keyword 
phrase in use in seven of these cases, not counting the UK. We now scrutinise 
the ways in which the term is used in these cases. On that basis, we can discuss 
the potential explanations for its different spread and different uses.

The Netherlands
While the term ‘public value’ is not part of Dutch PSM’s (NPO2) general mission 
statement, it appears in several of its documents and in three areas: (1) as part 
of its overall aims and goals, (2) in relationship to the ex ante test and, since 
late 2011, (3) in relation to audiences. 

First, with regard to its overall aims and goals, in the NPO policy statement 
2010-2016 (NPO 2009) the term ‘publieke waarde’ (the literal translation of 
public value) gets several mentions. It is described as a key public service 
broadcasting characteristic “to be found in all genres” of production. It is also 
used as a ‘container term’ that refers to all traditional goals of public service 
broadcasting (formation, enriching, distinctiveness, “binding, enriching, surpris-
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ing” (ibid: 8), which are subsequently illustrated in specific examples. In the 
actual text of the policy plan, mention is made of “public basic values”, which 
are seen as referring to quality, trustworthiness, independence, plurality, innova-
tion, variation, and interaction influence (ibid). Further on, in a section about 
quality assessment, public service broadcasting’s public value is described as 
its “public value for Dutch society in the area of democracy, culture, education 
and society”. Accordingly, it appears that public value here refers to a con-
temporary interpretation of longstanding public service goals and objectives.

Second, the term is used with regard to the operation of the ex ante test-
ing, as such confirming an (indirect) impact of the EU. Here, more often the 
translation ‘publieke meerwaarde’ (public added value) is used rather than 
simply ‘publieke waarde’ , most probably as a way to emphasize the necessity 
of PSM activities demonstrating it being of ‘more’ value than what commercial 
media offer, i.e. in a contrastive self-definition.

Third, the term is used by NPO in its self-promotion. For instance, in January 
2011, it announced that for any Dutch public service broadcasting organisation, 
to get airtime (a decision renegotiated regularly between the different broad-
casting ‘pillar’ organisations), it must “prove” the “public added value of each 
and every one of its programmes” (Trouw 2011). To this end, it is decided that 
public surveys should include a question regarding the “public added value” 
of a particular programme.

Flanders
In Flanders, the Dutch speaking, Northern part of Belgium, the text of the 
2008 media decree that defines public service broadcasting and its main remit, 
amongst other media regulatory principles (a decree that was revised in 2012), 
does not mention the term public value – not even in the section dealing with 
ex ante testing that was the outcome of complaints by commercial competi-
tors against Flemish PSM operator, VRT, lodged with the EC. So there is no 
straightforward relationship between the EC complaint and assessment pro-
cesses and the introduction of the term ‘public value’ into policy form(ul)ation. 
However, the term ‘publieke meerwaarde’ (public added value) does appear, 
primarily in documents drafted by several stakeholders in the lead-up to the 
new management contract between VRT and the Flemish government, which 
was negotiated in 2011, implemented in 2012 and remains in force (Flemish 
Government, 2011, see chapter Donders & Van den Bulck). 

First, the advice of the Media Council mentions ‘public added value’, once 
again as a term that groups all “duties” or “tasks” of public service broadcast-
ing, even though the phrase itself is not specifically defined (Sectorraad Media, 
2010). In further discussion of these tasks, the phrase appears only with refer-
ence to entertainment and sports programmes, which are explicitly required 
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to demonstrate their public added value. This provision reflects the critical 
voice of commercial competitors exerting influence in the media council as 
one which believes that entertainment and sports should be left to the market. 
The management contract further uses the term when referring to new services 
for which it is said that the ‘publieke meerwaarde’ must be defined (Flemish 
Government, 2011). 

Second, the actual management contract mentions the term as one of the 
six key elements that make up its ‘specific role in the Flemish media constel-
lation’ (Flemish Government, 2011: 10). As its second main function VRT has 
“public (added) value and quality”. The explanation asserts that “VRT guar-
antees high quality standards. The VRT realizes a public added value in all it 
does and strengthens this added value by emphasizing more the public and 
ethical quality”. The latter refers to an ideological, mythical meaning of public 
service broadcasting

Germany
The German case stands out because no native translation of the term exists 
either in media policy debate or in the documentation created by ARD or its 
component regional broadcasters. Instead, the English-language term ‘public 
value’ is used to some extent, especially by academics and stakeholders. For 
example, in their review of the debate leading up to the German ex ante test 
based on an inductive analysis of legal documents regarding PSM and informed 
by the minutes of parliamentary debates and PSM policy documents, Radoslavov 
and Thomass (2011) explain that no specific meaning of the term was evident 
in this debate. Rather, the term is used in different ways, this usage referring 
implicitly both to methodological, policy, content, production and/or ideological 
dimensions which address “different understandings of the common welfare 
connected to broadcasting” (ibid: 87). They find that discussions about ‘public 
value’ in Germany refer mainly to the methodological dimension – i.e. the im-
plementation of a measurement mechanism for determining the validity of new 
public media service plans – whereas normative or content aspects were largely 
missing from the debate (ibid: 91). Nevertheless, in our evaluation, the term has 
made no lasting linguistic-terminological impact, either in media debates or in 
the name of the ex ante test (called ‘Drei-Stufen-Test’ or the Three Step Test).

Austria
Austria differs again from other European cases. As with Germany, Austria uses 
the term ‘public value’ in its original English-language form. However, in con-
trast to the German case, Austria’s ORT has embraced the term in a particularly 
explicit way. Already in 2007, the institution set up a ‘Public-Value-Kompetenz-



67

COMPARING ‘PUBLIC VALUE’ AS A MEDIA POLICY TERM IN EUROPE

zentrum’ (Puppis et al 2012; ORT 2011), a research centre that undertakes 
quantitative content measurements as well as surveys for ORT and publishes 
a yearly ‘public value report’ that seeks to explain why Austrians should keep 
ORT as a public service broadcaster. In these reports, the term is used quite 
frequently, even being connected with specific genres (e.g. comedy). In a short 
interview in the 2011 report, an ORT programme host, for instance, used the 
term in a quite off-hand way, stating “it doesn’t get more public value than 
to initiate a climate protection award” (ORT 2011: 21). In this context, ORT 
defines public value simply as ‘Wert über Gebühr’ or ‘value over charge’ (ibid: 
2). In the Austrian case, then, the term has been given the overtly ‘hands on’ 
meaning of a striving for excellence and ideational ‘worthiness’, so has taken 
on yet another meaning. It is also used strategically and actively by the public 
service broadcaster to legitimate its operations.

Ireland
The Irish case seems to provide a clear example of the EC’s influence on the 
introduction of the term ‘public value’ into policy development. A 2007 draft 
letter from the Irish government (O´Brien 2007), written in response to an EC 
intervention following a complaint, focuses on the term and lists all the criteria 
believed to be included in ’public value’: The list includes concerns about ac-
cessibility, compliance with the remit, media plurality, along with considerations 
regarding RTÉ’s contributions to meeting the democratic, linguistic, educational, 
and social needs of Irish society, among other things. The final provision, of 
“such other matters as the Minister adjudges relevant and appropriate”, al-
lows for a situated extension of the denoted meanings. This is a far-reaching 
interpretation. Not only does it refer to other supranational policy documents 
(Audiovisual Media Services Directive) and policy bodies (including Council of 
Europe), it also incorporates such key concepts as ‘plurality’. Furthermore, the 
Irish Government opens up the literal definition to any future local additions 
“the Minister” might see fit. In effect, this achieves two potentially conflicting 
outcomes – of establishing a formalized regulatory definition and formalizing 
a policy term that is open-ended in practice – at the same time.

Denmark
Denmark, an EU member state, is another case where the term has had policy 
influence. However the background of the term, the term itself, and its use, all 
differ again from the previous cases we have looked at. In 2007, directly in-
spired by the BBC’s public value test, the Danish government set up a værditest 
(‘value test’) of new DR services (Svendsen 2011: 118). An English translation 
of the document outlining the test’s purpose, describes it as “a value test of 
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new public service broadcasting services” (Kulturministeriet 2007: 1). The test 
itself entails only half the scope of the British instrument, in that only a public 
value assessment is required, with no obligation to also include a market impact 
assessment. In the following years, this regime was subject to some criticism 
for having no practical consequences, and for dealing with miniscule services, 
but little attention was given to the term ’value test’ (e.g. DDF 2008). In 2010 
the government introduced a fully-fledged ex ante test, adding a market impact 
assessment to the “assessment of the service’s public service value” (Kulturmin-
isteriet 2010: 3, our translation). In Denmark, then, ‘public value’ led directly 
to the introduction of the notion of ‘value’ in public service media regulations, 
a concept later specified in the English-Danish language construct as public 
service værdi. Along the way, “value” also went from connoting a degree of 
cultural or democratic worth, to incorporating a more specifically economic 
meaning, as linked to the ex ante test.

Norway
Norway is a non-EU member, but all relevant policy measures are equally rel-
evant to it in the wake of the European Economic Area (EEA) agreement with 
the EU which ensures the free movement of goods, people, capital and services 
with EU member states. From 2003 onwards, Norway’s PSM was subjected to a 
policy process equal to those run by the EC, but in this case it was run by the 
EFTA Surveillance Authority (e.g. Moe 2010). The process led to a redefinition 
of the public service broadcasting remit, as well as to the establishment of an 
ex ante test (see Lilleborge 2011) but the term ‘public value’ was not at all 
central to that policy process. Only after the conclusion of this process, did the 
term even surface. It was introduced by the public service broadcaster, NRK, in 
a Norwegian translation (allmennverdi) as part of a bid to renew discussions 
about the PSM remit. Much like in the Austrian case, the term was applied in 
annual reports and strategy documents. Launched in a 2011 strategy document, 
allmennverdi was described as a term the NRK wanted to “link to all kinds of 
programmes”, according to the then-NRK Director General Hans-Tore Bjerkaas. 
Asked to define the term allmennverdi, he admitted: “I cannot give an exact 
definition. The term has to find its form in the meeting of program makers and 
schedulers within each genre, in each medium and on each platform” (Bjerkaas 
in DN 2011). Since then, the term seems to have lost some of its vogue with 
the NRK, as it is absent from the 2012 annual report. 

Scrutiny of these specific cases where we have found the term ‘public value’ 
to exist in public service media policy discussions reveals quite different trajec-
tories, definitions and uses. Much of this discourse suggests a large rhetorical 
role as well as an important instrumental function for this term. We will now 
compare these findings with the remaining cases in order to clarify and consider 
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where the term (so far) has not made an impact. The aim is to move closer to 
an understanding of the factors that might affect the uptake of the term.

Understanding correspondence and differentiation
When speculating about the factors, identified in table 1, that have so far affected 
the dissemination and uptake of the term ‘public value’, our first observation 
has to do with the case study countries’ relationships with the EU. All cases 
discussed so far are either located within EU member states or those bound 
to EU policy through specific agreements (Norway). All these cases have also 
been subject to an EU-driven state aid policy process concerning public service 
broadcasting remits and/or funding issues beginning in 2004. More over, these 
countries all fit the liberal and corporate categories of Hallin and Mancini’s 
schema, indicating the relevance of the specifics of the media system.

If we look further at all European countries where ‘public value’ is not in 
policy use, however, we find a ‘mixed bag’: the six include European non-EU 
member states (Switzerland and Macedonia) as well as EU members (France, 
Finland and Slovenia). Switzerland has a large media market, and a long tradition 
of public service broadcasting, but has chosen a different path when renewing 
the regulatory framework, namely setting up a test ex post, that is after the actual 
introduction of the service, rather than ex ante, that is before the introduction of 
a new service (Just et al. 2012; Puppis et al. 2013). Slovenia, on the other hand, 
has a small media market, with a shorter tradition of public service broadcast-
ing, much like Macedonia. The two latter characteristics – fewer commercial 
competitors and an evolving public service sector – might help explain why 
the debate so far has focused on other, perhaps more pressing issues. 

In Australia, despite long tradition of public service broadcasting, as well 
as historically and politically close ties to the UK, the term ‘public value’ has 
not (yet) made an impact in actual policy. This is possibly because the ABC, 
and later SBS, were always part of a mixed market model, and smaller market 
players in revenue terms than their commercial competitors, who dominate 
a highly concentrated broadcast and online marketplace (Dwyer and Martin, 
2010). Thus the term has not been required to legitimate the PSBs’ roles in light 
of existing or growing market influence. The ABC is unlikely to want to adopt 
a public value test as of now. Still, the term itself, freed from the regulatory 
set up of an ex ante test, is being discussed. However, the ABC chairman has 
publicly welcomed a quite wide use of the term, stating in a 2012 speech that 
“In many contexts this concept merely replaces similar overlapping terminol-
ogy such as ‘public good’, ‘public interest’ and ‘public benefit’. These words 
have been used with good effect over many decades, indeed centuries, without 
being burdened by definition” (Spigelman 2012, see also Cunningham 2012).
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The dissemination of public value in media policy and regulation shows 
that the media reform impact of the EU is worthy of continued scrutiny. Our 
analysis of France, Finland and Slovenia further show that EU membership and 
even the existence of an ex ante test do not ‘guarantee’ the introduction of the 
term. This suggests the strength of regional policy dynamics.

The policy development role of the EC and subsequent adoption by countries 
of an ex ante testing becomes even less self-evident as diffusion factors when 
looking at various definitions and interpretations of the term. While the Irish 
case shows quite a straightforward relationship, with the term used in answer to 
an EC complaint letter, other factors suggest a less straightforward relationship. 
Importantly, key EU documents such as the 2009 Broadcast Communication do 
not actually use the term public value, only “Added value in terms of serving 
the social, democratic and cultural needs of society” (Broadcast Communica-
tion 2009). So, has the term in fact travelled through EU (EC) intervention or 
have member states in their use of the term been inspired by other actors, e.g. 
the BBC, known to be an important benchmark and example for other public 
service broadcasters in Europe, or by other PSM actors and stakeholders? This 
needs to be further explored, for instance by taking a closer look at the specific 
stakeholders that have pushed for the term (or not). Is the term (and a wider 
policy agenda behind it) pushed by governments, PSM institutions or other 
stakeholders? As multi-stakeholderism is on the rise in PSM policy making (cf. 
Van den Bulck & Donders 2013), the role of stakeholders such as commercial 
competitors, international media companies and other actors should be put 
under closer scrutiny.

Other issues worthy of further analysis include the political cultures, the 
geo-linguistic areas of influence and the history of media policy debate in each 
case. With regard to political cultures, the level to which the New Public Manage-
ment policy approach has been adopted and codified in relationship to media 
by the establishment of media policy advice councils and regulatory bodies as 
well as the growth in specific accountability measures could have a possible 
influence. That possibility is suggested by the Flemish case where the Media 
Council had a role in the adoption of the term. One could hypothesize that 
NRK’s late introduction of allmennverdi as a strategic term, with no predefined 
meaning and no link to the conceptual history, can be understood with reference 
to geo-linguistic issues. First, scholars have found the Norwegian debate over 
public service broadcasting to be less concerned with overarching normative 
policy concepts (e.g. ‘democracy’) in comparison to similar Scandinavian cases 
(Larsen 2010). For the NRK, allmennverdi seems to have substituted earlier con-
sonant cultural concepts, most recently ‘societal mission’ (samfunnsoppdrag). 
Norway also has a practice of translating English language policy terms rather 
than directly adopting them, for example allmennkringkasting has been used 
since the late 1980s for public service broadcasting. In contrast, neighbouring 



71

COMPARING ‘PUBLIC VALUE’ AS A MEDIA POLICY TERM IN EUROPE

Denmark has stuck to the English adaptation ‘public service-medier’ – and now, 
as shown above, has pursued a similar adaptation of ‘public value’ into ‘public 
service-værdi’. The absence of the term in the Swiss and French cases further 
suggest the importance of geo-linguistic factors in media policy development, 
such as the cultural-intellectual gap between Germanic and Romanic language 
areas (Treffers-Daller & Willemyns 2002). 

Finally, an interesting path to explore is the role of academics and their 
publications in propagating the term. Both the text of the most recent 2012–16 
management contract of Flemish VRT and the answer of the Irish government’s 
Draft Letter to the EC were heavily influenced by academics acting as consult-
ants or providing research reports. This opens up a range of interesting ques-
tions, not least those concerning ‘reactive effects’, that is, the ways in which 
the results of our research as media policy scholars are affected by our roles 
as media policy actors (Karppinen & Moe 2012).

When it comes to actual definitions, we have shown how they vary across 
cases from quite simple and straightforward applications (e.g. in Austria), to 
either elaborate lists or ambiguous references (e.g. in Ireland and The Nether-
lands), to no definition at all (e.g. in Norway). In some cases, such as that of 
Norway, ‘public value’ (allmennverdi) seems to replace the notion of ‘public 
service’ in strategic policy documents, if only temporarily. In other cases, these 
terms appear alongside each other – as if interchangeable. In Germany the 
concept is not used in actual policy but has nevertheless produced a level of 
debate, while other countries have introduced the term in quite specific policy 
procedures (e.g. the Netherlands). For those studying PSM, such findings are 
not novel of course. Scrutinising both politicians’ and media researchers’ uses 
of the traditional concept of ‘public service broadcasting’ in the 1980s, Trine 
Syvertsen collected over 30 different criteria, none of which were shared by 
all definitions and several of which were contradictory (Syvertsen 1990: 191-
192; 1992: 17-18). She found, in particular, that public service broadcasting had 
been used to describe such elements as the emphasis of a particular national 
system, the role of certain institutions, and a prescribed mix of programmes. 
This suggest a continued need for terms to describe the role of the broadcasting 
institution that operate as master signifiers, projecting its ideal nature.

Our findings show some similarities. However, one basic difference lies 
in the concepts themselves. Despite its different uses, the concept of ‘public 
service broadcasting’ has had an influential history in media policy, with some 
clearly defined core values (for further detail, see Born & Prosser 2001; Moe 
2011; Tracey 1998). ‘Public value’, in contrast, has not only had a shorter his-
tory but has also had a less clearly defined role. It emerged out of a period of 
neoliberalism and neo-classical public management doctrine, moving via UK 
policy making into BBC strategy documents and further through EC delibera-
tions into different uses in varied languages in a range of countries. Influenced 
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by these different contexts and uses, the meaning has changed, substantially 
diversified, and has yet remained rather vague (Radoslavov & Thomass 2011: 
87-88; Lee et al 2011). In addition, the meaning and context as presented here 
tend to be so far removed from the original intentions and context from which 
Moore’s (1995) perspective originated that a basic understanding of ‘public 
value’ could be even more difficult to achieve than a rudimentary sense of 
‘public service broadcasting’. This vagueness can only enhance concerns that 
with the use of the term comes an implicit reference to (and acceptance of) a 
predominant market-oriented perspective on public service media – that these 
entities are expected to better ‘prove’ and/or account for the ‘public value’ 
of their activities. Together with the factors already analysed, these additional 
insights will allow us to evaluate whether the evident dissemination of the term 
can be attributed to the still increasing homogenization influence of the EU or 
whether, as the findings so far suggest, it shows a clearer path dependency.

Conclusions
Our analysis has been broad, widely tracing the occurences and various uses 
of the term ‘public value’ rather than focusing in-depth on a limited number 
of cases. The latter is definitely required for an even better understanding of 
the use and impact of the term public value. However, we believe our study 
contributes to such an understanding. 

As the analysis makes clear, in public service media discussions today, ‘public 
value’ serves as a buzzword: it has moved far away from its origins (Moore 
1995) in a specific purpose with a stipulated definition relevant to a particular 
field (public sector management) in a concrete context (the USA). The term 
has travelled geographically and evolved over time, appearing in different 
situations, been used by different actors and been given various meanings. 
In this chapter we have analysed the actual adoption (or not) of public value 
as a policy term in different countries and looked at factors influencing the 
introduction and use of the term. Finding no direct link between the concept 
of public value and the existence of an ex ante test procedure for significant 
new services, we looked deeper into specific characteristics of different policy 
contexts, showing the influence of various factors but with the overall result 
of a widespread use of the term public value. 

While ‘buzzword’ suggest temporary use – soon another buzzword may 
take over – it would be wrong to underestimate the impact of such buzzwords, 
as the Dutch case suggests. Indeed, the term is rapidly replacing other key 
concepts with long and important histories (both as concepts and as subjects 
for analysis) such as public service and public interest, but without really be-
ing positioned vis à vis these terms. New concepts can inspire, inform, and 
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contribute to complex, long-standing and unresolved debates. In this respect, 
the introduction of the Habermasian notion of ‘public sphere’ into Anglo-Saxon 
academia after the translation from German to English of key Habermas’ texts 
offers a good example.

The situation is less encouraging for ‘public value’ so far, at least. We con-
tend that as long as legislators, policy makers, practitioners and academics 
forego achieving clarity about its meaning and its relationship to other (older) 
key terms, there is a real concern that in designing policy processes around 
that phrase we will end up lost in a vast conceptual wasteland – not actually 
getting anywhere – and, as a consequence, becoming more or less uncertain 
about where we are at any given point.

As a buzzword, ‘public value’ can serve several functions for the actors in PSM 
reform processes (see Mjøs et al 2010). First, it can simplify something that is 
unusually complex. When discussing detailed EU competition law requirements 
and elaborate regulatory mechanisms, it makes sense to use a catchphrase that 
more or less covers the topic in question. But simplification comes at a price: 
a loss of depth and complexity of meaning and a loss of clarity, considering 
that simplification can mystify issues. Moreover, as a buzzword, ‘public value’ 
serves to promote a novel idea (Mjøs et al 2010). For some, it is a new regula-
tory concept meant to discipline public service broadcasters, while others see 
it as a way to ‘defend’ and promote what public service institutions do. This 
relates to a third function, that of legitimating a line of action or a strategy (Mjøs 
et al 2010). Those public service broadcasters that have embraced the term, 
use it strategically to gain support in a new political and technological context 
that is dominated by a belief in the market and a related call for accountability 
instruments to legitimate public service media’s call on public funds. ‘Buying 
into’ the buzzword therefore implies buying into a whole paradigm of economic 
rationality, which, as has been demonstrated here, is in fact a reinterpretation 
of the ‘public value’ of these public service institutions.

Notes
	1.	 In early 2010, the EEA issued new guidelines for application of state aid rules to broadcasting 

which corresponds to the EC Communication (ESA 2010).
	2.	 NPO: Nederlandse Publieke Omroep is the umbrella organisation that governs all public 

service media organisations in Neetherlands and also determines strategy and programming 
in cooperation with the different organisations.
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The Price of Everything  
and the Value of Nothing? 

Economic Arguments and the Politics  
of Public Service Media

Peter Goodwin

For the first half-century or so of its existence, public service broadcasting in 
most places did not have to bother much with justifying itself in terms of the 
market. This was for two interconnected reasons. First, from radio through to 
television, from monopoly through to (regulated and licensed) commercial 
competition, in many countries all broadcasting was officially regarded as a 
public service. In the UK, at least, which provided the model for many other 
PSBs, this conception was enshrined in law (Goodwin 1998b: 13). Second, the 
institutional arrangement of public service broadcasters in the narrower sense 
– as a public corporation or authority at arm’s length from government – was 
a familiar and widely used organisational form in a wide range of sectors of 
European economies and across the British Commonwealth. 

The public sector corporation was fashionable in the UK when the first PSB, 
the British Broadcasting Corporation, was established in the 1920s. It became 
increasingly fashionable with the wave of nationalisations in the UK and in 
wider Europe after the end of the Second World War (Judt 2005: 361-2). This 
approach to the organisation of swathes of industry and services was a perfectly 
normal part of the political and economic landscape of the ‘mixed-economy’ 
consensus into the 1970s. Far from being something peculiar to broadcasting 
the public corporation was also often the main form for rail and public road 
transport, for mining, for power production and distribution, for other services 
of a public nature and for various areas of manufacturing.

It should be stressed that this ‘normality’ of PSB is a matter of historical record 
in the countries where public service broadcasters existed, rather than of any strict 
and fundamental logic about broadcasting. In the USA from the beginning there 
was a quite different way of organising broadcasting as regulated commercial 
competition, albeit with an expectation that broadcasting ought to serve “the 
public interest, convenience and necessity”1. This difference between American 
and European broadcasting was part of a more general difference between the 
politics and economic organisation of America on the one hand and Western 
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Europe on the other. In the USA the public corporation was a far less common 
organisational form, there was no post-war wave of nationalisations, and huge 
areas of the economy (from telecommunications to railway transport), which 
it seemed to Europeans should quite naturally be in public hands, in the USA 
seemed more natural to run under private ownership as commercial concerns.

The shift to economic-based argumentation
From roughly the mid-1980s the picture changed in Europe. Particularly in 
those countries where public service broadcasting had been a monopoly pro-
vider, its defenders could no longer ignore the market as it developed into the 
characteristic context in which these corporations must operate. They would 
now have to use economic arguments to mount their case for the continued 
existence of public service broadcasters. In the UK this shift in the pattern of 
argumentation began dramatically with the Peacock Committee, which was set 
up in 1985 to look at the financing of the BBC and made its seminal report in 
1986. The Committee’s general long-term approach to broadcasting was firmly 
expressed in the language of the market: “British broadcasting should move 
towards a sophisticated market system based on consumer sovereignty. That 
is a system which recognises that viewers and listeners are the best ultimate 
judges of their own interests, which they can best satisfy if they have the option 
of purchasing the broadcasting services they require from as many sources of 
supply as possible” (Peacock 1986: 133).

Many of the Committee’s recommendations were not taken up. But as the 
authors of a 1988 academic study entitled The Economics of Television: The UK 
Case put it: “The setting up of the Peacock Committee, the evidence that its 
inquiry has elicited, and the debate on the future funding of UK broadcasting 
that it has sparked off, have performed the valuable function of placing the 
economics of broadcasting firmly at the centre of the policy-making agenda” 
(Collins, Garnham & Locksley 1988: 1). This emphasis has not gone away. Nor has 
its influence been confined to Britain. Elsewhere the shift in thinking may have 
come a bit earlier or later, or more gradually, but it has been equally decisive. 

From the 1980s onwards argumentation about PSB has not been able to 
ignore economics and the market. This new focus in broadcast policy was a 
part of a far wider shift in political and economic thinking – to put it crudely, 
the victory of free-market ‘neo-liberalism’ over the post-war consensus of a 
mixed economy. Again though, in examining this moment in UK history, which 
produced the Peacock Report, one needs to distinguish between the politics in 
play and the particular proposal about broadcasting policy that accompanied it.

The Peacock Committee owed its existence to the Conservative administra-
tion of Margaret Thatcher, a pioneer in the free-market revolution in Western 
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Europe and much of the rest of the world (together with Ronald Reagan in 
the USA). In its recommendations the Committee did not slavishly follow the 
bidding of the Thatcher administration, however (as evident most notably in its 
rejection of advertising on the BBC). But in the overt and general free-market 
standpoint of its leading members, economist Professor Alan Peacock, and 
economics-trained financial journalist Samuel Brittan, the Committee was very 
much at one with the new political spirit of the times. Broadcasting, it should 
be remembered, was a relatively minor concern of neo-liberal governments, 
which instituted wide scale privatisations from telecommunications to railways, 
actions that would have seemed unthinkable a decade before. From being a 
fashionable and widely adopted organisational form, of which public service 
broadcasters were merely one instance, the public corporation itself became 
an endangered species.

Alongside this massive and general shift in the political and economic 
zeitgeist went a logically distinct (and also, I shall suggest, logically flawed) 
argument about broadcasting. Sometimes dubbed the argument for ‘electronic 
publishing’2, the proposition went like this: public service and regulation in 
broadcasting were a direct result of spectrum scarcity, something which had 
been absent in print publication; with advances in broadcast technology (cable 
and satellite) there would be a plethora of spectrum available, so broadcast-
ing could become like print publishing – i.e. purely commercial, subject to 
the market, with minimum regulation and without the need for public service 
organisations. We return to what is wrong in this argument later, but here it 
should be noted that a) it is historically inaccurate about broadcasting, b) when 
first advanced it ran way beyond the currently available technology (as indeed 
recognised by the Peacock Report, when it envisaged three stages of techno-
logical development and take-up, and only the third of which would lead to a 
‘full broadcasting market’ (Peacock 1986: 136) and c) it shows touching faith in 
the reality of print publishing, which has never actually been an Eden of free 
competition. So the decisive shift in the ‘common sense’ arguments about PSB 
to embrace the economic rationale and market orientation that took place in 
the 1980s owed far less to the inexorable logic of developments specifically in 
broadcasting technology, and far more to the general shift in a political ‘com-
mon sense’ that legitimated a free-market orientation across the board.

In response, proponents of PSB as an institution and the public service 
broadcasters themselves have, not surprisingly, taken up their own economic 
cudgels in its defence. In the context it was quite natural that the BBC com-
missioned a number of professional economists to produce studies on the 
new broadcasting environment during the 1990s. The most important of these 
was the third published study, entitled Broadcasting Society and Policy in 
the Multimedia Age. This was published in 1997, and authored by Andrew 
Graham and Gavyn Davis. The significance of this slim volume is suggested 
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by the fact that Davis, then Chief International Economist at Goldman Sachs, 
was soon after appointed Chairman of the BBC Board of Governors. The argu-
ments advanced in their study would become common currency far beyond 
the UK and the BBC.

The case that Graham and Davies present is based on more traditional 
(largely normative) arguments for PSB, like raising cultural quality or provision 
of information for citizenship, but handled in terms more familiar to econo-
mists, including especially discussion about ‘positive and negative externalities’ 
and ‘merit goods’. The thrust of their argument is that a) there are a number 
of fundamental cases of market failure in broadcasting, b) these would be 
increased rather than diminished by digitalisation and the end of spectrum 
scarcity, and c) public service broadcasters are necessary in order to counter 
these market failures.

They identify one form of market failure as a function of broadcast econo-
mies of scale (due to high first copy costs and low or zero marginal costs of 
reproduction), leading to concentration in the broadcasting market. A similar 
drive to concentration, they argue, arises from the economies of scope that 
derive from the repurposing of the same content across several media (Graham 
& Davies 1997: 11-13). Then there is the drive towards concentration in delivery 
systems, epitomised by BSkyB (ibid: 13-15). Market failure, they continue, ex-
tends from production into the consumption field because radio and television 
programmes are experience goods, and the assumption that consumers know 
in advance their own preferences for these goods is “seriously flawed” (ibid: 
20). Broadcasting exists in large part to inform and educate and the process 
of learning and understanding is an important part of how preferences are 
formed. These preferences cannot, therefore, be taken as “given in advance” 
(ibid: 20). Further market failures in broadcasting occur when broadcasting 
production and consumption interact with “adverse feedback effects”; thus, 
“putting it bluntly, we will be ‘dumbed down’ as the Americans say” (ibid: 23).

Why the economic argument is inadequate
Overall, there is nothing in this analysis with which I want to quarrel. There 
is a chapter in this volume (by Berg, Lowe & Lund) that follows much the 
same logic. Far from quarrelling with it; around the same time as Graham and 
Davis were writing I also published an article delving at length into one of 
their themes – the theoretical implications of the digital revolution for media 
concentration. In keeping with Graham and Davies’ position, I attempted to 
demonstrate that the digital revolution would reinforce rather than ameliorate 
the drive towards media concentration (Goodwin 1998a). That too is discussed 
in the chapter I’ve alluded to. Like many others who have taught classes on 
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the political economy of communication, I have rehearsed these arguments 
for cohort after cohort of students. 

In my view the arguments about market failure in broadcasting that Graham 
and Davis deploy, especially alongside their other arguments about broadcast-
ing in relation to citizenship and democracy, provide a useful bridge between 
the perspectives of orthodox economists and the more radical positions char-
acteristic of the political economy tradition of communication research. They 
are a valuable corrective to the shrill neo-liberal sniping about public service 
broadcasting that emerged in the eighties and continue in one form or another 
to this day. We find that characteristic, for example in James Murdoch’s now 
rather embarrassing but then largely unchallenged assertions in the prestigious 
annual MacTaggart Lecture to the Edinburgh International Television Festival in 
2009, where he argued that the BBC exerted a ‘chilling’ effect on the commercial 
media (Guardian 28 August 2009). It is an altogether positive thing that economic 
argumentation is now commonly deployed in defence of public service media. 

That said, however, I suggest that such arguments, however valuable and 
important, are inadequate to the purpose of defending public service broadcast-
ing. Why? In my view this approach is inadequate for three reasons:

	 1.	 They have clear and logical implications that would imply public service 
provision is necessary in fields far beyond broadcasting – a conclusion 
which most who advance such arguments are unwilling to draw. Indeed 
most would probably be actively hostile to attempts to draw such impli-
cations.

	 2.	 Economic arguments for PSB or public service media (PSM) do not in 
practice engage effectively with the ‘economic’ arguments that are com-
monly mounted against it. They are about aspects that the other side is 
not debating.

	 3.	 Such arguments are still mainly about broadcasting and do not adequately 
deal with those major changes in media and media markets commonly 
labelled ‘web 2.0’, and their implications for PSM. 

Let us briefly examine each of these points in turn.
Everything that Graham and Davies (1997) say about the economic character-

istics of broadcasting could be equally said about the economic characteristics of 
any other media form, including pre-digital and pre-broadcasting forms. Graham 
and Davies rightly assert that, “broadcasting can have adverse ‘external effects’ 
(e.g. amplifying violence in society)”. True enough, but the same can be said 
about films, books, newspapers, magazines and music (and in fact has been 
claimed on many and various occasions – e.g., ‘gangster rap’ and first-person 
shooter video games). They also rightly assert that, “good broadcasting is a 
‘merit good’. Just as with education or training or checking on their health, if 
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left to themselves to decide, consumers tend to buy less than is in their own 
best long term interests (ibid: 9). The same can certainly be said about ‘good’ 
books, films, newspapers, magazines and music.

The same applies to examples of market failure in broadcasting production 
and consumption. To take just two examples: 1) “The making and broadcasting 
of radio and more especially television programmes has exceptionally high fixed 
costs. At the same time they have very low, in many cases zero, marginal costs. 
Almost by definition, to ‘broadcast’ is to say that it costs no more to reach extra 
people” (ibid: 11). True, but digital films, books, newspapers, magazines and 
recorded music all have exactly the same characteristic. Of course in the past 
they had low rather than zero marginal costs – e.g. in the cost of newsprint 
and newsagents margins – but this will not be the case as media move away 
from producing physical artefacts. And with these zero marginal costs goes 
exactly the same tendencies towards concentration that Graham and Davies 
talk about as being specific to broadcasting. 

The same applies to example two, the thesis about market failures in televi-
sion consumption. If television programmes are ‘experience goods’ then so 
too are films, books, newspapers, magazines and music. There, as well, the 
consumer may not know what the good is worth, or even especially like it 
until it has already been experienced. Hence the reason for previews, reviews 
and recommendation engines having such an important role in marketing. 

In summary, then, exactly the same economic logic that Graham and Davies 
apply to argue the case for public service broadcasting can equally be applied 
to argue for public service media in all forms. And I don’t simply mean the 
extension of public service broadcasters onto other digital platforms (itself a 
politically fraught process), but rather public service films, public service books, 
public service newspapers, public service magazines and public service music 
– in both pre- and post-digital varieties. As I shall explain, I accept that logic 
but I doubt whether most PSB defenders who deploy economic argumentation 
would agree. Indeed, conventional policy wisdom in Western Europe, even 
before its neo-liberal refashioning, would have treated such concepts as anath-
ema – flying in the face of conventional notions of the free-market foundations 
for freedom of the press and publishing. 

This is one and a cardinal reason why the impeccable logic of the economic 
case for public service broadcasting, as outlined above, fails to deliver the killer 
punch it deserves. Graham and Davies specifically address the possible weak 
link when observing that while their arguments provide a strong “prima facie 
case for intervention” in broadcast markets, they deliver “no guidance on the 
form that intervention should take. Why, one has to ask, could market failures 
not be dealt with by regulation, as in the case of health and safety legislation?” 
(1997: 37). Their answer is that such regulation would have to be qualitative 
(and thus less susceptible to formulation in precise rules), and would often 
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have to be positive (which presents greater problems than negative require-
ments), and that the public service broadcaster is needed to serve as a “centre 
of excellence” on various matters, training for instance (ibid: 38-39). 

This proposal is altogether less rigorous than the preceding analysis of the 
broadcasting market. What other sectors of the economy, free-marketers might 
argue, demand an exemplary public ‘centre of excellence’? More importantly, 
the general drift of public policy in Europe and elsewhere for the past thirty 
years has been towards market provision with less regulation and declining 
intervention, even in the previous heartlands of public provision like health-
care and education – sectors, interestingly enough, which are often chosen to 
illustrate merit or experience goods and positive externalities. A free-marketer 
might well query why broadcasting should be any different?

The third weakness of the economic defence that Graham and Davies ar-
ticulated is, not surprisingly, that things have moved on a decade and a half 
after publication. Many subsequent industry developments fit their argument 
very well, above all that in the world of broadcasting, digitalisation and the 
multiplication of channels have marched side by side with growth in media 
concentration, rather than providing a flourishing market in small-scale “elec-
tronic publishing”. The new players in the wider media field, unanticipated 
in 1997, have rapidly developed into semi-monopolistic giants (oligopolies at 
least), each dominant on their respective platforms – most obviously Google 
and Facebook, and the resurgent Apple. 

Writing in the second half of the 1990s, Graham and Davies were rightly 
cautious about how the Internet might develop (ibid: 15-16). A decade and a 
half on newspaper websites and apps look increasingly like television news 
websites and apps. Media convergence has become a reality. In 1997 domes-
tic internet users did not have the capacity to compete with broadcasters by 
transmitting video and animation online. Today alongside the internet’s com-
mercial giants, we have the mass of do-it-yourself, vernacular online creativity, 
file sharing and interaction. These web 2.0 developments (and beyond) are 
things that conventional public service broadcasters have to respond to in a 
big way, whether by incorporating citizen journalism or producing catch up TV 
services, and a lot more besides. Hence, in a narrow sense the transition from 
public service broadcasting to public service media is a move that established 
PSB organisations are forced to make, and with considerable financial, political 
and creative difficulties. They must either expand online or risk irrelevancy. 
Hence also the emergence of new forms of public service media in a broader 
sense – Wikipedia would be a notable example.

In this situation the need to mount economic arguments for public service 
media becomes even more pressing. And yet if these arguments are to give 
intellectual muscle to anything more than a rear guard action, they need to 
change in at least two ways. First, to be rigorous they need to stop substituting 
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‘broadcasting’ for media. If the market economics of media lead inexorably 
to concentration, ‘dumbing down’ and so on – and in my view they certainly 
do – then that needs to be clearly spelt out rather than pretending this merely 
applies to broadcasting and therefore by implication that the market works just 
fine as it is for films, newspapers, books, magazines and music. 

Secondly, to make these arguments rigorously we have to recognise that 
they have serious ideological implications. They are part of a far more general 
critique of free-market neo-liberalism, and a far more general movement for 
the defence and advance of public service – in media, yes, but not only there. 
The problems of the free-market are not simply a technical question for the 
media. Media have special characteristics, it is true, but also much in common 
with, for example, health and education, where merit goods, externalities, 
concentration and so on are also commonplace, and where the bloated claims 
made for free-market provision are equally spurious. 

Practical issues for an effective defence
This approach raises a number of practical issues for the forthcoming political 
struggles over public service media. To begin with, it’s clear that such an ap-
proach is not going to come naturally to most of those who head existing PSM 
organisations. Indeed, it is likely to be highly unwelcome because it ‘politicises’ 
the issue and damages their carefully cultivated relationships with government 
and market partners. That suggests the political battles over PSM are likely to 
be fought far more successfully by what we might term ‘the friends of PSM’ 
rather than the PSM organisations themselves. But to wage this fight will mean 
that the friends must adopt a more critical tone in addressing existing PSB 
organisations. We doubt that will be welcome either. 

In point of fact, there is a lot for even consistent advocates of public service 
media to criticise in those institutions, including bloated executive salaries, 
conservative programming policies, corporate arrogance, and lack of inclusive-
ness – to name but four in a list that is not that short. These friends will also 
find themselves supporting other PSM initiatives, i.e. non-institutional initiatives, 
for the good reason that there are a growing number of exciting alternatives. 
Both of these positions stem naturally from the approach I have outlined. But 
they contain a danger that we need to be equally clear about. The history of 
recent debates about broadcasting is full of critical notes about the sector and 
support for other initiatives that are already used by free-marketeers and op-
ponents of PSM to attack the established PSB organisations. 

Independent production and top-slicing the licence fee are two evident 
examples. A significant part of the original support for independent produc-
tion in the UK came from left-wing critics of the conservatism of the big verti-
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cally integrated broadcasters, the largest of which was of course the BBC. But 
one of the consequences of the government-enforced growth of independent 
production that followed has been the hollowing out of the production capac-
ity of the BBC, with the resulting outsourced production mainly benefitting 
increasingly large commercial ‘independents’ rather than the small outfits as 
envisioned, and these large producers aren’t more radical than the in-house 
production they have replaced.

Top-slicing the licence fee and giving that slice over to finance public service 
provision by media organisations other than the BBC can seem similarly attrac-
tive to some friends of public service who are critical of the ‘monolithic’ BBC 
and eager to support new initiatives and alternatives. But the consequences 
of top-slicing are likely to be less public finance available for established PSB 
organisations as a fixed, even shrinking, supply of funds is divided. Instead 
supporters of PSM, like supporters of other public services, need to be making 
the unfashionable argument both for more public money for public service 
media and for new initiatives in it, rather than robbing the already cash-strapped 
official PSB organisations in the name of innovation. 

Thus, in taking a more rigorous and more radical approach the friends 
of PSM must remember, at the same time, to be absolutely supportive of the 
existing PSB organisations. We must not let our (often absolutely justified) 
criticism of the established providers, or our support for new PSM initiatives, 
to be turned against the continued existence and continued funding of either 
these established organisations or the more general need for public service 
development in media for societies.

Mounting an effective defence of public service media will require both 
vociferous and radical politics, along with considerable tactical sophistication. 

Notes
	1.	 This phrase encapsulated the expectation that broadcasters in the United States have respon-

sibilities for public service in consequence of receiving a licence to broadcast. The principle 
hinged on spectrum scarcity in the sense that only a comparative few would have that 
privilege and therefore obligations to society beyond purely commercial reasons are fair and 
reasonable to expect. The principle was dropped in the deregulatory climate of the 1980s. 

	2.	 For an explanation of the context of this use of the term, see Congdon et al 1992 :XV.
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The Concept of Public Value  
& Triumph of Materialist Modernity

‘…this strange disease of modern life…’

Michael Tracey

In a 1962 House of Lords debate about the introduction of commercial televi-
sion into Britain, the by then Lord Reith offered this thought about its value: 
“As I said ten years ago, somebody introduced Christianity into this country; 
somebody introduced the printing press; others the incalculable beneficence of 
medical and scientific discovery and application. Somebody brought smallpox, 
the bubonic plague, the Black Death, greyhound racing and football pools. 
And commercial television was introduced by means conspiratorial and dis-
reputable…” (quoted in Hansard 1962) 

An immediate and somewhat clichéd response to this comment might be 
that it is simply Reith being the reactionary contrarian. Certainly the BBC’s first 
Director General was not enamoured with what he saw in much of popular 
culture, but then neither were numerous cultural and critical theorists who have 
since bemoaned what they see as a ‘tawdry’ commercialised media culture. I 
would suggest, however, that Reith’s earlier writings and musings about the 
nature and purpose of public service broadcasting [PSB] actually anticipated 
that body of contemporary thought, albeit in his own eccentric way. In effect, 
Reith’s views and concerns, were very much reflective of a Victorian Age that 
spilled over into the 20th century with a characteristic deep concern about the 
depredations of industrial modernity and the debasing of culture. 

In this sense Reith is at one with such figures as Arnold, Eliot and Leavis. 
The relevance of his perspective on the issues addressed in this collection, 
which in part questions the idea of performance measures of value, can be 
seen in a comment Reith made in 1924 in his seminal book, Broadcast Over 
Britain (p. 205):

In almost all other lines of business it is possible to tell pretty accurately 

whether one’s efforts are meeting with success or not. There is usually some 

unit of measurement available. It may be tonnage output per week, or com-

parative weekly costs, or a dozen other equally satisfactory tests, around 
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which one can build one’s comments, complimentary or otherwise, at the 

weekly staff conference. I should be grateful to anyone who would suggest 

a really reliable criterion for this business. I cannot find one… 

This sentiment is echoed in a comment by a very different thinker on the 
face of it. Theodore Adorno, in response to a failed effort to work with Paul 
Lazarsfeld on a quantitative study of American popular culture (note, not high 
culture, however that might be defined), said: “When I was confronted with 
the demands to ‘measure culture,’ I reflected that culture might be precisely 
that condition that excludes a mentality capable of measuring it” (in: Bailyn & 
Fleming 1969: 343). If one thing can be said with a level of certainty about the 
efforts to provide metrics of PSB performance, it is that very little can be said 
with certainty. It remains a remarkably opaque idea (Collins 2006; Jowell 2006). 

No one doubts that aspects of “performance” and “culture” can be meas-
ured – viewers viewing, listeners listening, cultural products bought. What 
Adorno, Reith and others of like mind were arguing was that what lies beyond 
algorithmic measurement, beyond a metric, is the experience of culture. An 
example. In 2003, a UK poll conducted by the Poetry Book Society, found that 
Philip Larkin was Britain’s best loved poet of the past 50 years and in 2008 The 
Times declared him Britain’s greatest postwar writer. One could readily count 
the numbers of copies sold of such collections as “The Less Deceived,” “The 
Whitsun Weddings,” and “High Windows.” It remains difficult, however, to see 
how one could “measure” the power that they hold over the imagination and 
the emotion that their reading brings forth. No metric explains the emotive 
force of what is perhaps his most celebrated poem, “An Arundel Tomb,” and 
its deeply moving final line, “What will survive of us is love.” That there is no 
such measurement, one might claim, is what makes us human. 

Pursuing performance measures
There is a fairly widespread sense, and in my view accurate, that PSB is today 
under siege from a variety of significant forces – ideological, political and tech-
nological. The varied forces perceive a need to reinvigorate global capitalism 
at the expense, if necessary, of more cultural, even democratic, perspectives. It 
seems that most national and transnational governmental and neo-governmental 
organisations and corporations overwhelmingly prefer to view public policy 
through the lens of the economy rather than democratic and cultural practice. 
That is a very different situation than the context that characterised PSB at its 
creation. Out of sheer necessity, if not necessarily desire, PSB has to find some 
way of legitimating its existence and establishing contemporary relevance; 
proponents must make the case that it is worthy of continued public policy 
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support. Commitment to the notion of ‘public value’ [PV], of demonstrating 
some metric of worth, was conceived in this context of a perceived existential 
threat. Of course the issues don’t only apply to public broadcasting (or media), 
as evident in the scholarly foundation of the public value theory and practice 
notion (see Benington & Moore 2011). 

This concept raises a rather awkward question: how does one measure that 
which in considerable part is not inherently measurable? That is a key question 
for treatment in this chapter. The pursuit of ‘performance measures’ for public 
broadcasting has to be placed within the context of larger national and global 
shifts in economic practice, and attendant cultural practices. As public service 
broadcasters grapple with the digital revolution, the general mood favours 
the dominance of market economics with a co-related sense of the need for 
accountability whenever and wherever public funds are spent. This general 
mood is less and less tolerant of traditional modes of thought, which are seen 
as lofty, elitist, and skewered for being ‘out of touch’ with populist appetites 
(see especially Hartley 2002). 

The challenge to PSB has already produced an extensive literature that can 
be read as the searching for a grail that can balance measurements of ‘perfor-
mance’ with the maintenance of primarily non-economic values, which have 
historically informed the practice of PSB (Collins 2006; Coppens & Saeys 2006; 
Hastings 2004; Born 2003, etc). Much of this work characteristically grapples 
with the intractability and real conceptual difficulty of being anything other than 
instrumental. Certainly, for example, one can to an extent ‘count’ the forms of 
culture by tallying up how many hours of this or that genre was broadcast, or 
how much domestic production was purchased from independents. But it is 
vastly more difficult to measure the intrinsic qualities of culture – the worth 
and actual substance of that. 

Some of the most intense and extensive debates by broadcasters, policy 
makers and scholars over the evolving nature and about the future of PSB and 
public service media have taken place in Europe. Debate is evident both at the 
national level of EU members states and in the context of European Commis-
sion politics. Historically, Europe has had the world’s greatest concentration 
of national public broadcasters, and the most robust dual system in broadcast 
media (after 1985). Since 1989 countries in central and eastern Europe have 
also sought to transform their former state broadcasting institutions into PSB 
organisations – generally with less success than simultaneous efforts to intro-
duce commercial broadcasting. But on the whole, it still seems fair to say that 
in Europe there is a well established and comparatively rigorous commitment 
to the notion that broadcasting should serve the public interest, nurture the 
public sphere, enable democratic society and feed the culture with merit goods. 

I would characterise this as the tradition, but it has lately been under siege 
and, in my view, mainly as a consequence of the creation of the European 
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Union and the adoption by member states of neo-liberal economics. These 
policies favour competition and support development of new digital technolo-
gies as a matter both of industry and innovation policy. The EU agenda is not, 
however, keenly focused on cultural policy. This is in considerable part due 
to the European Commission’s privileging of the dominion of the economic 
over the cultural and democratic, a proclivity rooted in its origins (the basis on 
which unionisation has been built – such as it is). This accounts in part, as well, 
for EC responsiveness to complaints from commercial broadcasters regarding 
the ‘incursion’ of PSB in market terrain they deem to be their own – claims of 
‘market distortion’ (Michalis 2009; Donders & Pauwels 2008; Humphreys 2007; 
Harrison and Wessels 2005). 

Karen Donders and Carolyn Pauwels (2010: 1) point out that the European 
Commission is increasingly involved in encouraging national broadcasters “to 
introduce an ex-ante test for the evaluation of the public value and market 
impact of new media services of public broadcasters.” They ask whether such 
tests can “add to the rethinking of broadcasting policies in a public service me-
dia oriented way?” The answer so far, at least, seems to be – no, they haven’t. 
Numerous studies have looked at developments in European broadcasting 
and the implicit, increasingly explicit, clash between public service values, 
the imperatives of the market, and competition as defined by the European 
Commission (Tracey 2013; Gil 2010; Iosifidis 2010; Potschka 2010; Jakubowicz 
2007; Steemers 2001). The recent book co-edited by Donders and Hallvard 
Moe (2011) on “exporting the public value test” make the situation abundantly 
clear, and empirically verified. 

There is, then, a clear sense in the research literature that in developing and 
employing metrics to evaluate PV, public service broadcasters are responding, 
whether they wish to or not, to the objective reality of an evolving ecology of 
communication and media, in particular by making the case that their traditional 
values can and should be part of the fabric of new digital platforms. Perhaps 
surprising to some, this is not a new problem. 

In his lengthy and excellent overview of the BBC’s adoption of the concept 
of Public Value, Richard Collins (2006) noted: 

The BBC is currently caught in a vice. Its claim on the licence fee depends on 

fulfilling two contradictory obligations. First, it must retain a sufficiently large 

share of viewers’ and listeners’ consumption of broadcasting for them to feel 

that the requirement to pay the licence fee is not unacceptably onerous…

Second, the BBC must continue to provide merit goods which, by defini-

tion, viewers and listeners are not aware that they want or need…Moreover, 

because there is no point in providing merit goods unless they are used, the 

BBC must find ways of squaring the circle and making the good popular and 

the popular good (ibid: 52). 
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An earlier version of this dilemma was sketched by Arthur fforde, the vastly 
underrated Chairman of the BBC from 1957 to 1964. In a letter to Reith, dated 
24 November 1958, he wrote: 

My chief feeling is one of inadequacy…as to do what is possible to prevent 

a further slide in the direction of commercialisation. The dilemma is that (a) 

if we turn our backs on all blandishments in the way of ‘entertainment’ or 

‘background music’, and lose the large audiences in those fields, it will be 

said that we are not giving the public, en masse, what they pay their licence 

fee to get; (b) if we don’t, it will said that there is no distinction between the 

BBC and the ‘Independents’, so why have a BBC? (quoted in Stuart 1975: 490). 

One of the most laudable, and lengthy, attempts to provide a kind of perfor-
mance metric was undertaken by Shaun Hargreaves-Heap (2005: 112-157), a 
British economist who quite literally sought to develop algorithms to measure 
performance. In a lengthy account he develops a number of “performance 
indicators” which, taken together, might provide a set of definable characteris-
tics to suggest the “role” of PSB in “a digital age”. The proposed indicators are 
information provision; standards of decency; horizon stretching; innovation; 
intense preferences; and home country subject matter. However admirable the 
effort, it is not clear how these are particularly new. 

Certainly one could measure, for example the number of hours broadcasting 
news and current affairs programmes or the level of audience trust in the sup-
plier (see Ofcom 2012 for what is being done in this aspect). But the situation 
is far more problematic when considering the ‘standards of decency’ aspect. 
Debates about decency are as old as broadcasting, highly variable in and be-
tween societies across space and time, and always contentious due to the very 
basic and inherent problem that what some people find indecent and offensive 
others find artistic and laudable. This was evident, for example, in the intrac-
table struggle between Hugh Greene, the BBC’s Director General from 1960 
to 1969, and moral campaigner Mary Whitehouse (Tracey & Morrison 1979). 
Conflict over standards is inevitable because questions of taste are in play and 
these are inherently a function of personal and cultural preferences in particular 
and changing contexts. There is not, and never will be, an objective metric for 
decency / indecency – and certainly not one that can be expected to persist. 

Programmes that are “horizon stretching”, as Hargreaves-Heap seems to 
suggest, are not restricted to a particular audience demographic but have broad 
appeal across age, gender and socioeconomic categories. This would presum-
ably characterise programmes such as, say, Frozen Planet or Downton Abbey. 
Other programmes break down along ethnic or class lines. Again there is noth-
ing especially new here. ‘Innovation’ is certainly vital and can be recognised, 
but can it be quantified? In this case possibly by, for example, pointing to new 
platforms on which to communicate. Most public service broadcasters have 
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long provided programming about the home country, and elsewhere but in 
native languages (often via dubbing or subtitles). Again that could be measured 
in terms of programming hours or budget expenditure, but what would such 
measurement really mean? That is largely a matter of presumptions. It is much 
less clear how one would pin down the relationship between such program-
ming and an audiences’ sense of, say, national belonging. Hargreaves Heap 
is no fool, and having introduced his performance measures he immediately 
writes, “Each of these indicators is imperfect” (ibid: 135). Indeed.

The changing nature of PSB:  
the case of the United Kingdom

In articulating its mission to include new digital platforms and by incorporat-
ing the idea of PV, it seems widely understood that the BBC very much took 
the lead in responding to the new media world order (so to say). The wider 
industry context within which this has happened provides a useful case study 
for situating the shape-shifting of public service broadcasting on an historical 
continuum. As 20th century Britain approached the new millennium the deep-
ening role of market forces in the social, economic, cultural and political fabric 
of the nation, begun under Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government and 
pursued by Tony Blair’s Labour government, gathered ever greater force. It 
was clear that Conservative governments under Thatcher and then John Major 
were eager to change the landscape of British broadcasting, and that the bell 
was tolling for those public service values that Reith had birthed. 

One of the most significant measures (significant because they made clear 
that both Conservative and Labour Parties now thought of communication, in-
cluding broadcasting, as basically an economic rather than a cultural practice) 
was keyed to the development of new satellite- and cable-enabled programme 
services – the Cable and Broadcasting Act 1984. Six years later the Broadcasting 
Act 1990 implemented parallel proposals in a Conservative government White 
Paper titled “Broadcasting in the 1990s: Competition, Choice and Quality.” Here 
one strikes the Orwellian trifecta: Britain could have it all – market values and 
cultural values communicated with range and élan. 

This was a questionable proposition, to say the least, but it became law a 
few days before Margaret Thatcher’s forced resignation as Prime Minister. The 
Broadcasting Act abolished the Independent Broadcasting Authority, which had 
regulated commercial television since 1973, replacing it with the Independ-
ent Television Commission [ITC] whose mandate for regulating the regional 
commercial television network, ITV, was with a “lighter touch”, meaning less 
regulation. That furnished the basis for the gradual shift of ITV away from 
any commitment to public service values. The Act also allowed for growth in 
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multi-channel satellite broadcasting, deepening the competitive environment 
for broadcasting. Crucially it further allowed companies within ITV to take 
over other ITV companies after 1994, a process that would end with today’s 
concentrated ITV public limited company (plc.), which now owns 11 of the 
15 regional franchises.

The 1990 Act was described by Ray Fitzwalter (2008), a former senior ITV 
executive and author of The Dream That Died: the Rise and Fall of ITV, as one 
of the most shameful pieces of legislation of the last 50 years. Historically, ITV 
franchises had been awarded on the basis of the quality of the proposals for 
the kinds of programmes that the franchisee would offer in their region, say 
the northwest or the southwest. Once awarded the franchisee was granted a 
monopoly on advertising in their region – surely echoes of Reith’s “brute force 
of monopoly” (Stuart 1975: 470-471) – and, in return, were expected to deliver 
on their promise to supply quality programming across genres. If they did not 
deliver, they should expect the real possibility of their franchise being removed. 

Under the 1990 Act franchises were to be awarded on the basis of blind, one- 
time bids that would inevitably, as Fitzwalter pointed out, take large amounts 
of money from programme budgets. The Act also separated ITV from Channel 
Four (which had previously been funded from ITV advertising revenue), setting 
up greater competition for ratings and revenue. As Fitzwalter suggested, the 
Act fatally weakened the regulator, opening the floodgates to lower standards, 
and allowed for takeovers in ITV that would reduce competition, promote 
monopoly and destroy the regional network as two companies. That has hap-
pened: Carlton and Granada bought up smaller regional companies within the 
ITV network. It was difficult to see how public service values would survive in 
such a world. It was clear that these changes would put pressure on the BBC to 
compete for audiences as it contemplated its own mortality. In other words, the 
essential narrative of the place of broadcasting in society was being rewritten. 

The 2003 Communications Act, produced by the Blair Government, followed 
on and played to suit. That Act set up a new body, the Office of Communica-
tions (Ofcom), with regulatory authority over large areas of communications 
in the UK, including broadcasting. The Act also further liberalised UK media 
ownership rules, allowing for the formation of a single ITV company. 

These developments have culminated in an environment for British broad-
casting that has become, as intended, more competitive and in which a would-be 
public service broadcaster, the BBC, has been compelled to compete aggres-
sively with an ITV sector that became, for all intents and purposes, rampantly 
populist despite its ostensible PSB obligations. There was something else going 
on, however, and that is the rise to prominence of a generation of politicians 
and broadcasters who were palpably less committed to the ideas and values 
of public broadcasting. Theirs was a market-based and -driven world, a world 
view that prioritises growth in margins, slashing budgets, fiscal efficiency, or-



94

MICHAEL TRACEY

ganisational rationalisation, and the importing of market values and principles 
into public sector institutions – in this case, particularly, the BBC (Born 2003 
& 2005). 

The most potent symbol of this shift was the rise to power of John Birt, who 
became the BBC’s Director General in 1993. What is perhaps not understood 
about Birt is that he was by inclination a mathematician and by training an 
engineer. He once said: “I enjoy the puzzle, the solving of puzzles in a methodi-
cal way… there’s always some interesting problem at the centre of which you 
have to find a way of resolving, and I enjoyed applying concepts to solving 
problems” (Tracey 1983: 25). Given this disposition it is not difficult to imagine 
how he saw a BBC in great danger as one more puzzle to solve with the help 
of management mechanics and organisational theory, and henceforth the rise 
to prominence of numerous management consultants during his tenure in the 
‘hallowed’ corridors of Broadcasting House. One way of thinking about Birt 
is to understand that he was a vector for larger forces at play in the Blairite 
world of building ‘UKplc’, – conceptualising the United kingdom as a kind of 
gigantic corporation.

Of course there were efforts to pushback and by the time he retired John 
Birt was widely loathed – even if there is a case to be made that through his 
efforts he saved the BBC as an institution, if not as an institution still overly 
committed to the idea that broadcasting should be imbued with values that 
have little or nothing to do with econometrics or measurement. Two of the 
most brutal but insightful critiques of what was happening inside (and to) the 
BBC are provided by a journalist, in the first instance, and by a playwright in 
the second, both brilliant. The journalist is Kate Adie, the former Chief News 
Correspondent for the BBC. In her 2002 autobiography, The Kindness of Stran-
gers, she wrote: 

… in the last ten years of the Twentieth century the Corporation not only 

saw an alteration to its outer skin, reflecting a fast-moving society, but also 

changed inwardly, losing many of the old certainties based on experience, 

and replacing them with a theory of management that owed much to busi-

ness practice and an increasing sense of insecurity. The audience ceased to 

be respected and came to be seen as a consumer whose desires were to be 

catered for, and audience figures achieved a daily influence on production 

decisions (Adie 2002: 5).

As damning as that was, the most famous – because brutal – assault on Birt’s 
BBC was from the playwright Dennis Potter in his 1993 MacTaggart Memorial 
Lecture at the Edinburgh Television Festival. John Birt, whom he was about to 
lacerate and humiliate, was sitting in the front row. He titled his lecture Oc-
cupying Powers and famously described Birt, and the BBC’s then Chairman, 
Marmaduke Hussey, as “a pair of croak-voiced Daleks.” He continued: 
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Our television has been ripped apart and falteringly re-assembled by politi-

cians who believe that value is a monetary term only, and that a cost-ac-

countant is thereby the most suitable adjudicator of what can and cannot be 

seen on our screens…The public pressures from market-obsessed radicals, 

and the huckster atmosphere that follows, has by degrees, and in confused 

self-defence, drawn the BBC so heavily into the dogma-coated discourses of 

so-called ‘market efficiency’ that in the end it might lose clear sight of why 

it, the BBC, is there in the first place. I fear the time is near when we must 

not save the BBC from itself, but public service broadcasting from the BBC…

Potter was railing against what he saw as a growing managerialism and a 
consequent cultural and creative impoverishment of PSB within the BBC. His 
reference to “croak-voiced Daleks” – soulless creatures, devoid of humanity in 
the fabled sci-fi programme Dr. Who – was meant not only to sting, which it 
surely did, but to describe and define an emergent condition. What one sees 
first in the Birtist BBC is the breaking through of forces that had been held at 
bay for seven decades, but no longer – a constituency that had long favoured 
establishing culture as commodity with a price, materialist values, the pursuit 
of metrics of performance, and defining audience as consumers rather than 
citizens. The process has continued apace and unabated with his successors. 

In a speech to the Oxford Media Convention in January 2003, Mark Thomp-
son, who would become the BBC’s Director General in May 2004, asked 
whether the old song that had traditionally lauded the virtues of public service 
broadcasting would be able to “work its magic again?” In answering his own 
question, he said: 

…to me, the (Communications) Bill ( has ) crystallised something which has 

been apparent for some time now: which is that regulators and policy-makers 

are increasingly finding themselves having to weigh the benefits and disben-

efits (sic) of public service provision quite forensically, almost numerically, 

against the interests – and pressures – of the private sector.

He seems to have been suggesting that an institution imbued with values that 
are hard if not impossible to pin down in language – let alone in an algorithm 
– is nevertheless faced with the need to articulate itself numerically. Would it 
be a stretch to suggest that the logic unfolding suggests that if there is some-
thing that cannot be represented numerically – a value, a principle, a moral 
commitment, a creative idea – then at the very least a question mark will be 
placed against its continued viability? 

What is immediately brought to mind, of which more in a moment, was the 
central concern of the great 19th and early 20th century social theorists – one 
thinks of Weber, Simmel, Tonnies, and of course Marx. An essential concern 
for all of them hinges on the intrusiveness of the calculative nature of capital 
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in human affairs. But the answer to the earlier question is yes, that is indeed 
the logic that unfolds. Thompson continued:

The problem with the traditional public service song is that, no matter how 

much passion and conviction you bring to the performance, it’s just too 

woolly and abstract to be measured against anything else. And if it can’t be 

weighed properly, in the end it won’t be valued properly. The dominant 

language of the new regulators is going to be the language of economics, 

competition and public policy rather than the historic language of public 

service broadcasting, which is the language of culture, and high culture at 

that. If we want to develop public service broadcasting as a cultural force 

in this environment we have to find arguments and evidence which make 

sense in this new language.

There were other clues as to what was afoot. Large moments, deep shifts in the 
culture and the human response to those shifts, can be revealed in moments of 
clarity that are nearly blinding. In 2007 one of these occurred when the BBC’s 
Deputy Director General, Mark Byford, appeared before a Parliamentary Com-
mittee to explain a series of scandals that had seriously damaged the BBC’s 
integrity and created a sense in both public and political minds that something 
was seriously amiss inside the Corporation. Byford acknowledged, as he put it, 
that “the brand” had been harmed. The most famous and successful broadcast-
ing institution in history was reduced to nothing more or less than a brand, as 
if one were discussing a tennis shoe or a tin of beans, as if the scandals were 
akin to a salmonella outbreak in a fast food chain. 

What Messrs. Birt, Thompson, Byford and their ilk have chosen to avert 
their gaze from seeing is the fact that from Reith onwards what public service 
broadcasting has sought to address were fundamental questions of the Ages: 
how to provide for the intellectual, cultural, social, even moral needs as well 
as the desires of a society; how to define excellence in cultural production; 
what it is to be properly, fully, human in cultural terms; and in all of that – in 
the project of being human, so to say – in all of that to address how broadcast-
ing can actually be of help in nurturing the collective condition as a mature, 
evolved, informed, cultivated and ethical society? 

Underpinning the ideological shifts articulated by these managers and their 
acolytes was a keen awareness of what would become the Blairite importation 
from America of certain ‘new’ ideas regarding how the economy, if not the 
culture, might be reordered to meet the ‘challenges’ of the 21st century as a 
Third Way. As if the most fundamental challenges today are not enduring, not 
really all that different from what has been persistently problematic in the hu-
man experience, and which media have earlier been expected to help address.
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The rise of public value
Thus it came to pass, with an eye cocked to its upcoming Charter renewal, 
that the BBC anchored itself to the concept of Public Value. In declaring the 
corporation’s commitment to “Building Public Value” (BBC 2004), it intended 
nonetheless to develop measures to show that it served citizenship and civil 
society, promoted education and learning, stimulated creativity and cultural 
excellence and brought the world to the UK, and the UK to the world. In all of 
that the BBC was reiterating propositions that decades of public broadcasters 
would recognise and applaud. In similar vein, Collins (2006: 12) quotes the 
former Chairman of the BBC, Gavin Davies, as saying that “the core case for the 
BBC should rest not on money and markets but on culture and citizenship”, and 
that “the concept of public value should lie at the heart of the BBC’s Charter 
bid…” To this the only self-respecting question should be, so what exactly is 
new in this proposal, apart from the fact that historic commitments are couched 
in a curious but more “modern” sounding, terminology? 

Collins also quotes Michael Grade, another former BBC Chairman, who 
applauded, “the idea of building public value, of generating social capital, of 
serving its audience not just as consumers but as members of a wider society, 
of contributing to the quality of life in the UK…” (ibid). That Collins was all too 
aware of the problems of conception and definition is revealed in this comment:

 Organising to create public value requires that public value is defined – or 

at least that those charged with making it have a sense of what they are aim-

ing for and know when they see it. Public value seems the latest term used 

during the 80 year or more ‘snark hunt’ for a definition of what the BBC 

is supposed to be doing. Definition of each of the successive terms used, 

public service broadcasting, citizen value, public value, has proven fugitive 

and many…effectively threw their hands up in the air and stated that though 

they could not ‘offer a tight new definition of PSB they were confident they 

knew it when we saw it (ibid: 31) 

Even the Secretary of State, Tessa Jowell, who was then developing the policy 
for the future of PSB in Britain, concluded that the concept of public value 
remained unclear (DCMS 2006). She did, however, make a revealing com-
ment: “The idea of Public Value – which I believe in very strongly – will only 
survive if we are rigorous in its definition and application. Mark Moore, the 
inventor of the public value concept, said that ‘Public value is what the public 
value.’ There is a profound truth behind that simple definition.” Indeed there 
is, because as a comment it is a remarkable echo of a 1981 statement by Mark 
Fowler, U.S. President Reagan’s first Chairman of the FCC, who, in repudiating 
the language of the 1934 Communications Act that stipulated the station licence 
holder should broadcast in “the public interest, convenience and necessity,” 
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advanced the policy that from thereon “the public interest is that in which the 
public is interested”. That marks the beginning of the process of broadcast 
and media deregulation, which many commentators believed, correctly, would 
have such a disastrous consequence for the overall quality and performance of 
American television – amounting to a “vaster wasteland still”, to quote Newton 
Minnow on the 40th anniversary of his “vast wasteland” speech. 

It is here that the rooting of PSB in Reith’s original thinking remains crucial. 
As with other critics, he was setting his face against those aspects of modernity 
that would inhibit the realisation of its humanistic and non-materialistic sides of 
life. That is not necessarily how Reith would have articulated it, but it is what 
he implies. In this sense, if we take the views of Reith and Adorno quoted at 
the beginning of this essay and place them against those of Birt, Thompson, 
Byford and associates, one sees a dramatic philosophical, even moral, gulf 
between a view of the media audience as citizens with the capacity, patience 
and desire to flourish, and a view which sees the world as consumers ambling 
through the vastness of an Asda or a Walmart, existentially drained of any 
larger human purpose and ambition, “I am not, therefore I shop ‘til I drop.”

Public service broadcasting was never just about educating, informing and 
entertaining; the PSB mission was about living – its ethos is about pursuing the 
cultivated life – however old-fashioned that might sound today. The assump-
tion behind the argument for public service broadcasting is straightforward if, 
admittedly, opaque: that the society in which it is present will be the better for 
it. Immediately one hears the riposte, better how? To which one might reiterate, 
more informed, democratic, tasteful, educated, pursuing of excellence, enriched 
in multifarious ways. In short, more mature, the life well lived. It is interesting, 
in this context, that late in his life Reith’s mantra – paradoxically alongside “I’m 
a total failure” – was “life is for living,” a phrase given to him by his mistress, 
Dawn MacKay, when he asked her advice on what he should say in a talk to 
a boys’ school. What this meant, it seems clear, was that the meaning of life is 
living well, recognising that life isn’t always lived well but this doesn’t mean 
that it couldn’t be, or shouldn’t be – and especially that it is a worthy ambition. 

In this vein there is a fascinating letter dated 20th August 1963 to Reith from 
Oliver Whitley, a key figure in Greene’s BBC in the 1960s, a kind and gentle 
man, very much in favour of the BBC evolving but also very much the keeper 
of its conscience:

…What do I think of things nowadays? I think thoughts of dismay but not 

despair at the corrupt misguided society…Government appears nowadays 

to imagine that its job is done when it seeks material advance and adopts a 

neutral stance in morals and ethics. Like Goethe’s Faust, it creates by its neu-

trality between Heaven and Hell, simply a new kind of Hell in the form of a 

society without meaning for the soul…These things one tries to disseminate 
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atmospherically rather than didactically at BBC management conferences 

and on other occasions in the BBC, contending against the Faustian thesis 

that the BBC’s job is to simply inquire, inform, expose without adopting an 

unequivocal attitude on the side of what humanists and Christians must, if 

they think hard enough, both recognize as the right if in the long run life is 

to be worth living (in: Stuart 1975: 509). 

There is something unusually potent in that phrase “if…life is to be worth 
living”, and the conjoining of both humanists and Christians to that notion. It 
suggests that the underlying purpose of public service broadcasting was never 
only about an instrumental involvement in educating, entertaining and inform-
ing, but rather that these are a means to a greater end, that properly engaged 
they provide for that very pursuit of living well. They are a resource for its 
accomplishment. What never occurred to Oliver Whitley was that if one could 
not provide a performance measure – of whatever kind – for the life lived well, 
then the ambition, the desire, the pursuit would somehow be deemed to lack 
authority and legitimacy.

The problem was, and is, how to sustain such commitments in the face 
of a newly rampant, market driven economy, governed by neo-liberal and 
post-industrial economics and an attendant apparently necessary assault on 
the post-1945 collectivist settlement that favoured PSB and other vital public 
goods, such as public education and public health care. It is in this sense that 
one might argue that the attempted “metrification” for judging the value of PSB 
was, in effect, inevitable; that in broad historical terms PSB was an anomaly 
because its values were manifestly out of step with the mercantilist values of a 
broader order of modernity. One can get at this through the work of the social 
theorist Georg Simmel. 

In his 1903 essay, The Metropolis and Mental Life, Simmel writes that at the 
heart of the “metropolis” – a simile for modernity – was the money economy 
that is premised on exchange value. He argued, somewhat presciently, that as 
capitalism matured – not in an emotional or moral sense, but as an economic 
formation – and as urban environments metastasised, everything, all modes 
of living and being, would be reduced to one question: “How much? …Man 
is reckoned with like a number, like an element which is in itself indifferent.” 
The result is that the modern mind has become ever more calculating: “The 
calculative exactness of practical life which the money economy has brought 
about corresponds to the ideal of natural science: to transform the world into 
an arithmetic problem, to fix every part of the world by mathematical formulas” 
(Simmel 1950: 411-412). This, he suggests, is no more exemplified than by the 
precision offered in life from the growing use of pocket-watches: “Punctuality, 
calculability, exactness are forced upon life by the complexity and extension 
of metropolitan existence…” (ibid: 413). 
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If one accepts the notion that within capitalism much or all of life is reduced 
to a kind of fiscal calculus, then one can readily see the dilemma that public 
service broadcasting has faced since it originally and explicitly set itself against 
such calculation in the early part of the 20th century. It was about asking not 
the question of “how much?” but rather “how good?”, with the corollary that 
one may not be able to measure this, but you can recognise it. If one also sees 
in recent decades a deepening populist crassness, captured for example in the 
cold, cruel schadenfreude of much of what is called “reality television,” the 
shabby populism of much of the tabloid press and the emblematic obsession 
with tales of gruesome crime and celebrity, then its not that difficult to see that 
public service broadcasting has been battered, as was the culture writ large, by 
forces over which it has had too little or no control. And the most profound 
evidence of this lies within its own walls, in the kinds of internal policies, such 
as PV, viewpoints and functionaries that have come to prevail within PSB that 
rest easily with the mercantilist side of modernity.

We need, therefore, to go back to the basics, to argue that the BBC, and 
those modelled on it, had their roots firmly in the soil of the humanistic project 
of Enlightenment, and particularly, because of Reith’s influence, the Scottish 
Enlightenment. This view was marinated in the lese majeste of an Arnoldian 
world view, all of which embodied, in various ways, a sense of culture which, 
as Lionel Trilling has written, “does not signify what the word commonly does, 
a vague belletristic gentility; it means many things but nothing less than reason 
experienced as a kind of grace by each citizen, the conscious effort of each man 
to come to the realization of his complete humanity” (Trilling 1949: 252). In this 
sense public service broadcasting is but the latest site of a long-standing feud, 
at the heart of which is a basic question: what should be the forces by which 
society and the individual are formed and the principles that shape them? The 
BBC, viewed in that light, can be seen as one of many historical critiques that 
sought to wrestle to the ground the materialism of modernity and to propagate 
non-material, more humanistic values.

It is here that the intellectual and philosophical influences on Reith become 
crucial in understanding how contemporary policies are such a radical inver-
sion of what might be called Original Intent. In 1929 Reith was asked by the 
former Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin – who had been elected Rector of St. 
Andrew’s University in Scotland – if he had any ideas that he might use in his 
inaugural address. Reith recommended Tyndall’s 1874 address to the British 
Association, urging Baldwin to study the ideas of Dr. Thomas Chalmers “in his 
view one of the greatest Scotsmen who ever lived...” as well as Proverbs and 
the Book of Job (McIntyre 1993: 177.) What McIntyre doesn’t do – nor indeed 
has anyone else – is explain what it was about Tyndall’s or Chalmer’s work and 
thought that so appealed to Reith. His recommendation of Tyndall’s address 
is on the face of it slightly odd. Tyndall was a secular humanist who loathed 
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the reactionary role he believed religion had played in slowing up progress in 
society. Perhaps it merely suggests that Reith actually had a rather open mind.

Thomas Chalmers, is perhaps more relevant to the discussion here. He was a 
Church of Scotland minister and social reformer, born on 17 March 1780 in An-
struther, Fife. His birth occurred towards the end of what historians have termed 
the Scottish Enlightenment, the core concerns of which were moral theology, 
history, economics and the vital question of whether the acquisitive ethics of 
capitalism were, or could ever be, compatible with traditional virtues of socia-
bility, sympathy and justice. Adherents believed it could not. His biographer, 
Stewart J. Brown, writes in an essay in the Dictionary of National Biography, 
that what Chalmers sought to confront were the material and, vitally, spiritual 
depravations, in particular a drifting away from religious practice, which he 
saw as having been wrought by industrial capitalism. It is not difficult to see 
how this aspect of his thinking and work would have appealed to Reith. Both, 
as Brown writes of Chalmers, “betrayed an Enlightenment optimism concern-
ing human nature: a belief that …human character could be improved.” And 
both believed that there was a necessary co-relation between achieving these 
ends of moral elevation, of perfecting the human condition, and the creation 
of powerful “establishments” – in Chalmers case defined by the Kirk (church), 
in Reith’s case by the BBC.

	 It was this philosophical rooting that would, over time, shift from the 
language of religion to that of secular humanism. This led Reith and those who 
came after to define a form of broadcasting that was not bound by the tendrils 
of capitalist economics. The values of public service broadcasting embodied 
that other version of modernity; not its materialism, its impulse to produce, sell 
and acquire “things,” and moreover things that could be measured. Rather, the 
side of values that embodied a humanism which sought to elevate the human 
spirit, that saw in us, individually and collectively, possibility not as consumers, 
but as citizens; mature, ethically informed, thoughtful, creative, understanding 
with George Steiner that “the great and final things” cannot, and should not, 
belong under any law of mercantile exchange (Steiner 2003).
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The legitimacy of public service broadcasting [PSB] rests on normative political 
arguments about the role of media in society. Claims derived from economic 
theory legitimate PSB as one method to resolve the problem of market failure in 
broadcasting. The argument was persuasive in the era of spectrum scarcity, but 
some find it less convincing in the era of digital abundance. Our chapter inves-
tigates whether the market failure argument is still valid for legitimating publicly 
funded broadcasting, in the first instance, and goes on to consider its pertinence 
to argumentation about broadband provision via public service media [PSM].

The concept of public service in media is culturally situated and contested. 
Our perspective is European, broadly speaking. Each EU Member State has 
the ‘competence’ to define, organise and confer what PSM is supposed to do 
(based on the 1997 Amsterdam Protocol). The results certainly vary, but there 
are common elements in mandates, such as requirements to provide reliable and 
robust news and information services, take care of cultural needs, and ensure 
domestic production. In recent years commercial companies have protested 
PSM for many reasons, especially their involvement in new media and even 
for their participation in emerging markets that owe much to the institution’s 
pioneering role (Lund & Lowe 2013). Commercial operators argue against a 
continuing need for public provision in what is construed as an era of plenti-
ful choice, arguing that PSM distorts markets and enjoys unfair competitive 
advantages due to public funding and ambiguity in remits.

Such argumentation has made significant headway. The 2001 Communica-
tion on State Aid from the European Commission [EC], the executive branch of 
EU governance, stipulates that “commercial broadcasters, of whom a number 
are subject to public service requirements, also play a role in achieving the 
objectives of the [Amsterdam] Protocol to the extent that they contribute to 
pluralism, enrich cultural and political debate and widen the choice of pro-
grammes” (EC 2001; emphasis added). This perspective was extended to print 
media in the 2009 update: “Moreover, newspaper publishers and other print 

Chapter 6
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media are also important guarantors of an objectively informed public and of 
democracy. Given that these operators are now competing with broadcasters 
on the internet, all these commercial media providers are concerned by the 
potential negative effects that State aid to public service broadcasters could have 
on the development of new business models (EC 2009). We agree that media 
operators of all types ought to have mandated public service obligations and 
that media law should be enforced. In practice, however, the crunch is in the 
italicised clause because the extent is diminishing everywhere, even in the UK 
where the broadcasting system overall has been mandated with public service 
responsibilities (Ofcom 2009; BBC Trust u.d.). 

In this chapter we discuss consequent concerns, focusing on market failure 
as a premise that continues to legitimate the roles and purposes of PSB. We 
go on to argue that the premise has increasing pertinence in the rapidly com-
mercialising context of broadband media, which speaks to and about PSM. 
Our perspective is based on distinctive characteristics of media content as 
complex goods, an element we variously treat in the flow of discussion. We do 
not claim that PSM is the only method for correcting market failure, or suggest 
that normative argumentation isn’t actually more important for PSM legitimacy. 
Although many agree that economic value can’t fully capture social or cultural 
value, that claim is arguable and proper methods might be developed over 
time (see Mulgan 2011). 

Further, while market failure continues to legitimate public intervention in 
media markets, what counts as ‘failure’ is determined by a society’s ambitions 
for its media system (CtMD 2005), especially in the expectations that media 
can be effective in promoting beneficial social outcomes and guarding against 
those that cause harm. This inherently means that normative argumentation is 
as vital to economic theory as for all other social sciences. Normative claims 
legitimate assumptions about how markets should work and ought to be 
organised. Finally, we do not presume that economic theory is capable of 
pristine objectivity or that human agency is as rational as typically assumed 
in classical liberal economic theory (see Kahneman 2011 and Lonergan 2009). 
All that given, normative argumentation is not our concern here although, as 
we will see, it’s not possible to entirely escape this because it is the essential 
defining element. 

We begin with discussion to clarify the notion of ‘market failure’ and then 
consider the roles and functions of the public sector in media systems with 
regard to their instrumentality for correcting market failures in the provision of 
media goods. We then make a case for its applicability for legitimating PSM. 
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Why do media markets fail?
A key assumption in classical liberal economic theory is that left to their own 
dynamics commercial markets will achieve a condition of perfect competition. 
Under ‘free market’ conditions, meaning government doesn’t intervene (or 
‘interfere’), all goods and services in demand will be supplied on a competi-
tive basis over time, and thus on balance resources are allocated efficiently 
(Rosen & Gayer 2010). The thesis of market failure is a critical reaction to key 
assumptions in this body of theory. Some goods and services have high social 
value but aren’t commercially viable, aren’t as profitable as alternative products, 
or if provided on a purely commercial basis could not be made universally 
available because the cost threshold for access is a barrier to people lacking 
sufficient resources. 

The concept of market failure hinges on an expectation that all goods are 
not equally profitable for a commercial enterprise to produce or distribute at an 
optimal quantity or quality, and therefore what the ‘market will bear’ is insuf-
ficient to meet every legitimate social, cultural and political need (Samuelson 
1954 & 1955; Bator 1958; Sutton 1991 & 1998). Market inefficiencies are the result 
of underproduction of some types of goods, which is especially characteristic 
of media goods (Berg 2012; Picard 2011a; Reca 2006). Markets are efficient to 
the degree that they achieve ‘equilibrium’, a condition in which no individual is 
better off doing something differently (called ‘Pareto efficiency’ or ‘optimality’). 

Market efficiency presumes self-correction as a characteristic dynamic (Wei-
mar & Vining 1991). Based on the individual as a consumer, the aggregate 
of all self-interested, private pursuits cumulatively and systematically lead to 
improvement in general economic conditions – the rising tide that floats all 
boats. Any change in market conditions, typically as a consequence of com-
petition, will eventually resolve into a new equilibrium after some period of 
shakeout in which less efficient players die out and more efficient players take 
over. Weimer and Vining (1991: 30) offer a succinct summary of the “idealized 
economics” and conclude “economic reality…never corresponds perfectly with 
the assumptions of the basic competitive model” (ibid: 41). 

When the conditions for perfect competition are not met the result is a failure 
of the market to provide what is needed. The production and distribution of 
some types of goods and services are more prone to market failure than others 
because efficiency is harder for them to achieve. Also at issue is whether ef-
ficiency in the economic sense is the priority in aspects that are fundamentally 
about socio-cultural worth. According to Rosen and Gayer (2010), causes of 
market failure are keyed to conditions of 1) asymmetric information, 2) exter-
nalities, and/or 3) the nature of products as public goods. 

Asymmetric information describes situations where the buyer and seller 
lack equal access to information that has a bearing on the economic transac-
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tion. A study of ‘lemons’ in the used car market (Akerlof 1970) is seminal and 
provides a good example of what happens when the seller knows more about 
the product than the buyer, which is typical. The systemic problem posed by 
Akerlof is that all things being equal, “most cars traded will be the ‘lemons’ 
and good cars may not be traded at all…. [So] the ‘bad’ cars tend to drive out 
the good” (ibid: 489) and buyers therefore come to assume a lower overall 
quality than is factually true. Under conditions of symmetric information, mar-
ket failure is less likely and also less achievable as a deliberate strategy. This 
legitimates calls for greater ‘transparency’. When applied to media goods, the 
relevant difficulty for audiences is in knowing whether the content is good or 
bad before it is experienced. One must buy the proverbial ‘pig in a poke’ and 
hope for the best. That is why media goods are characterised as experience 
goods. Moreover, one can’t be sure that the content was as good as needed 
or better than an alternative that was not experienced (hence they are also 
credence goods).

Externalities are effects that are indirectly related to the transaction, which 
means the full cost isn’t reflected in the price for consumption (Weimar & Vin-
ing (1991). Externalities are about broad impact and the consequences can be 
positive or negative. Positive externalities are beneficial to society. For instance, 
persistent and consistent media content that emphasises healthy lifestyle choices 
can have positive externalities if this plays a role in encouraging reductions 
in obesity that result in lower health care costs. Negative externalities are 
harmful, such as consumption of extremely violent or pornographic content if 
this has a role in causing higher incidence of related crime. Thus, externality 
effects “arise because certain goods are not [subject to] prices – for example 
the air we breathe or the river through our town – and hence consumers (and 
producers) either under-consume (or produce) or over-consume (or produce), 
depending on whether the externality is positive (e.g., education) or negative 
(e.g., pollution)” (Estrin & Marin 1995: 5). 

For media goods the chief difficulty is the impossibility of taking all costs 
into consideration to ensure the most efficient allocation of resources, a condi-
tion that avoids all negatives and accomplishes only positives. A related and 
thorny difficulty is related to subjectivity because what some people consider 
a positive others see as a negative, premised in part on normative preferences 
(i.e. ethics and codes of morality). Thus, economic costs are mainly taken into 
consideration rather than the less obvious and highly variable social costs.

We suppose it is impossible to empirically demonstrate the total costs for 
all of the relevant relational categories in media production and consump-
tion: producer-to-producer, producer-to-consumer, consumer-to-consumer 
and consumer-to-producer (Weimar & Vining 1991: 59). A positive external-
ity in one relationship could be negative in another. For example, a news 
story about a crime could have positive consumer-to-consumer externality if 



109

A MARKET FAILURE PERSPECTIVE ON VALUE CREATION IN PSM

discourse leads to societal deliberations about the general causes and ways 
to remedy the source of the problem. But at the same time the externality 
could be negative if the news media (producer-to-consumer) sensationalise 
the story in pursuit of economic profits, and in so doing condemn an innocent 
person before the matter is decided in court. In Denmark the National Board 
of Industries Injuries Committee on Occupational Diseases recognizes such 
cases as causing ‘mental injuries’.

Public goods are characterised by non-rivalry and non-excludability in con-
sumption, in contrast with private goods that are both rival and excludable. 
If a person watches a television show or reads a newspaper this does not 
prevent other people from doing the same. The cost for additional consump-
tion is equal to zero, and thus there is no rivalry. Private goods are different. 
When one person eats an apple others can’t consume the same apple. Thus, 
a non-rival good can be used without diminishing its value. In fact, multiple 
uses can make it more valuable due to network effects (the telephone is a 
typical example). Excludability means that one person retains control over 
the good, while non-excludability means that one persons’ use of it can’t limit 
others from consuming the good even at the same time (Rosen & Gayer 2010; 
Weimar & Vining 1991). 

Although mass media content as traditionally conceived and distributed 
satisfies both criteria, in the digital era we observe more of what Rosen and 
Gayer (2010) describe as “impure public goods”. Free riding has been a persis-
tent problem for media companies and is possible due to the non-excludable 
character of public goods. Free-to-air broadcasting has grappled with this for 
decades. People who don’t pay for the content are able to consume and benefit 
from it nonetheless, riding ‘free’ as it were. Of course it is not free because 
other people have paid the freight for them. Digitalisation increases both op-
portunity and ease in applying encryption technologies, making it possible to 
erect ‘artificial barriers’ that create conditions of greater scarcity. This is one 
reason or rationale for universal access to public media because that presum-
ably maximises public value (i.e. benefit) from the investment. Of course this 
also creates complications for commercial media online, especially in the news 
industry, because people are arguably less willing to pay for subscriptions when 
they can receive quality news and information at no charge beyond whatever 
the state collects in revenue to fund PSM. 

As the authors observed (ibid: 55), consumption of an impure public good 
is, to variable degrees, made rival or excludable. This issue is important due 
to the potential consequences of a ‘digital divide’, increasing fragmentation of 
audiences and related concerns about the waning of the ‘public’ as such. An 
important point to keep in mind is that markets are typically inefficient in the 
provision of non-rival goods, irrespective of whether those goods are excludable 
or non-excludable (ibid). Media content remains non-rival in consumption even 
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as subscription creates ‘artificial barriers’ that enable greater excludability. This 
suggests that some degree of inefficiency is inevitable in allocation of media 
content as public goods. 

We should define what we mean by ‘goods’. Our understanding follows 
Alfred Marshall who, in Principles of Economics (1920 [1890]), posited that 
something can be characterised as a good when it satisfies a human need or 
desire and thereby has ‘utility’. Utility presumes economic value because the 
good can be traded and is therefore subject to supply and demand. A media 
good in this context can be a tangible product such as a published book or 
DVD, or intangible such as a website or broadcast. A media good can also be 
a service, as evident in social media, and such services may be characterised as 
products. Media goods have economic value, but can also have considerable 
non-economic value and social utility, which are difficult to quantify or even 
to comprehensively determine (UNESCO 2012). 

Discussion about market failure in media content often hinges on a principle 
first articulated by Richard Musgrave in the 1950s and 1960s. He argued the basis 
for government intervention in markets of many kinds, including broadcasting, 
on the basis of anticipated effects that are meritorious or non-meritorious to 
the wider interests of a society (2000: 126-127):

The distinction between private and public or social goods arises from the 

mode in which benefits become available, that is, rival in the one and non-

rival in the other case…. But whether met through market or political process, 

both choices and the normative evaluation of outcomes rests squarely on 

the premise of individual preference. Consumer preference is taken to apply 

to both cases. The concept of merit (or for that matter, of demerit) goods 

questions that premise. It thus cuts across the traditional distinction between 

private and public goods [and incorporates]...issues which do not readily fit 

into the conventional framework of micro theory as based on the clearly 

designed concept of free consumer choice. 

Governments decide whether a category of products is meritorious or de-
meritorious. The determination in either case may legitimate some degree of 
market intervention. This is contrary to the principle of ‘consumer sovereignty’ 
because governments intervene in efforts to shape or change patterns of con-
sumption. If the market would prefer to deliver some type and amount of goods 
that the state judges either inadequate or inappropriate to the best interests 
of society at large, it intervenes (Musgrave 1959 & 1969). One problem is that 
intervention presumably represents a majority but is often undertaken by an 
elite that is attempting to inhibit, alter or encourage changes in consumption 
patterns to best suit their selfish preferences, but are not be in the best interests 
of all citizens. Musgrave and Musgrave (1980) suggested that the merit goods 
concept is relevant to policy when there are questions about whether the 
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sum of individual preferences and choices are adequate to satisfy the broader 
social, cultural and political interests of a collective group as a whole. Thus, 
one is ultimately dealing with normative issues in a political process and the 
perception of merit or demerit is often a contentious matter – not for economic 
reasons, but for socio-political purposes. 

Critics of the public goods notion, and related concerns about market failure, 
base their stance on the potentially damaging effects of state intervention on 
market performance and development. In their view, the market will provide 
any service that is actually needed – eventually and as much as people are 
willing and able to pay for. This view prioritises the individual and in the role 
of consumer, conceiving the collective as an aggregate of personal choices. 
Economic value serves as a reasonable proxy for social value. 

Although attractive in many respects, this view doesn’t provide satisfying 
answers for what to do about, or how to avoid, situations where the conse-
quences of consumption are potentially harmful for others. This perspective 
resists and resents interventions that substitute or elevate collective interests 
above individual choices, accomplished by introducing regulatory measures to 
either deter or encourage types of consumption. In practice this means prohib-
iting or penalising certain choices (actually activities, such as drinking alcohol 
or smoking tobacco) by imposing ‘sin taxes’ on the one hand, or providing 
subsidies (in part or in total) to guarantee provision of goods considered meri-
torious on the other (Musgrave 1969). Musgrave had earlier noted (1959: 85) 
that, “such interference is not accidental but the very purpose of public policy”. 

 Correction is important because market failure leads to losses for a society 
overall, potentially including economic loss (Armstrong & Weeds 2005). For 
example, a poorly educated population is not as productive of wealth as an 
educated population, even if some proportion is well educated. Of course 
the losses can be difficult to quantify, perhaps impossible. The difficulty of 
measurement is precisely the same problem that frustrates public value theory 
in practice (Mulgan 2011). And it’s certainly true that state intervention often 
produces unintended consequences, doesn’t work but carries costs regardless, 
or is actually counterproductive. That said, market failure remains one essential 
component of the case for PSB (Davies 2005) because a defining dilemma for 
many countries is securing a sufficiency of domestic media content due to the 
constant risk of market failure, which is particularly high for media products 
because these are ‘talent goods’ (Picard 2011a). The problem is especially acute 
in smaller markets (Berg 2011; Picard 2011b). 

The funding mode is a determinant factor in this because the source of 
revenue focuses operational priorities in the interests of organisational sustain-
ability (Lowe & Berg 2013). Where market funding relies strongly on advertis-
ing, media can be expected to provide a sufficiency of goods for audiences 
that are important to advertisers, but to neglect (or resist) goods that are not 
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instrumental in that pursuit. Where funding relies on subscription, media can 
be expected to provide goods that satisfy segments that are gratified enough to 
pay the price and (only) those that can afford it, but to neglect people outside 
those ‘target markets’. Where market funding relies on public monies, media 
can be expected to provide goods that are necessary to satisfy broad public 
interests (social, cultural and democratic) and, interestingly, to also cater for 
the needs of minorities and the disadvantaged because that is inherent to the 
ethos (and typically mandated). In the USA where public media funding is 
largely donor-driven, however, the characteristic strategy is to “super serve the 
core” group of contributors (Stavitsky & Avery 2003). 

At this point we have a fair idea of what market failure is, but not enough 
clarity about what causes the problem. For answers we turn to the seminal 
work of Francis Bator (1958: 351) who defined market failure as “the failure 
of a more or less idealized system of price-market institutions to sustain ‘desir-
able’ activities or to stop ‘undesirable’ activities. The desirability of an activity 
is, in turn, evaluated relative to the solution values of some explicit or implied 
maximum welfare problem”. As our book is premised on public value theory 
(Benington & Moore 2011), “the authorising environment” is where decisions 
are taken about what is desirable because that is the source of legitimation 
(Moore 1995). Again we are entangled with the normative dimension and the 
issue is about deciding a solution to achieve optimal value for the general 
welfare of a population. Bator proposed five types of market failure, which 
could also be seen as causes: 

	 1.	 Failure of existence happens when there is no optimal point to balance 
the cost for production with the cost for consumption, i.e. when the ‘cor-
rect price’ is ambiguous, subjective or unknown. This applies when the 
total benefits and costs are not immediate or direct, or subject to financial 
calculation. It is difficult to establish equilibrium because there are no 
“price-like constants”, which are the necessary fulcrum on which to bal-
ance. This is characteristic for both public value and public goods, and 
is a general problem for media content, which has many types of value 
but all of them aren’t equally amenable to financial calculation. Given 
that media industries typically function on the basis of ‘managing against 
failure’ due to high risks caused by market uncertainty (Picard 2011), 
establishing the optimal point of balance is a characteristic dilemma. 

	 2.	 Failure by signal happens due to inadequate demand relative to the costs 
for production. Correction requires public investment either by subsidy 
or tariff. Limited demand provides no ‘signal’ for the market to respond 
to, and this creates failure. This is evident in the historic rationale for 
PSB, which posits that people don’t always know or appreciate what they 
need, but they need to have those things anyway – hence the ‘enlighten-
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ment mission’. This is also evident in the rationale for PSB as a mandated 
institution that is required to provide all and everything that has been 
(politically) determined to have merit for the general welfare of a society. 

	 3.	 Failure by incentive happens when market conditions make it difficult or 
impossible to realise a profit. Whereas type 2 is premised on problems 
with demand, type 3 is more linked with supply. This problem can be 
overcome by state mandates that require services to be provided as ‘the cost 
for doing business’, although ‘gaming behaviour’ is a persistent problem 
(i.e. clever ways to evade or limit compliance with regulations). In some 
cases the company generates profits from other activities that subsidise the 
cost, for example profits from entertainment pay for news production or 
public subsidy makes good the losses. This later approach is historically 
characteristic of press subsidies in northern Europe (Picard 2007).

	 4.	 Failure by structure happens when markets are not competitive enough, 
obviously characteristic of monopolies but also in co-related behaviours 
(collusion), and to a lesser but important degree for oligopolies, which 
is a typical market structure in media industries (Berg 2012; Oliver 
2005). Correction requires increasing the number of companies to grow 
competition, or imposing regulations that mimic the results ‘as if’ there 
were more (e.g. requiring lower prices or more variety, etc.). The 1984 
EC directive, Television Without Frontiers, supposes that deregulation 
of media industries would create more competition (which it has) and 
thereby increases media pluralism and diversity (which are less certain). 
Ironically, deregulation typically encourages oligopoly (Croteau & Hoynes 
2006; Horwitz 1991) due to the imperative for economies of scale. 

	 5.	 Failure by enforcement (regulation) happens with two types of resources, 
1) natural (water, air, etc.) and 2) public (highway systems, electricity, 
etc.). Both are ‘common properties’. Taking care of these assets carries 
costs that are often imposed on markets by various means that include 
taxation, licensing, quotas, and usage fees. This type of market failure is 
a consequence of the difficulty of profiting from non-excludable goods. 
The problem with ‘free riding’ is relevant, as discussed earlier. This type 
of failure also happens in media industries when there are rules on the 
books that regulators don’t – or can’t – enforce. 

Media markets are particularly subject to market failure of all types, as the brief 
examples illustrate. Market failure is especially characteristic of information 
goods due to five inherent traits: a) non-rivalry in consumption, associated 
with high first-copy cost for production but low marginal costs for additional 
copies or numbers of people that consume the good, b) (some degree of) non-
excludability, meaning barriers must be artificially created to ensure economic 
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viability, c) the value of the good for the individual is only known after the 
product or service has been consumed, d) high potential for indirect exter-
nalities linked with consumption, and e) mediated information is a perishable 
product, hence the reason it is ‘news’. 

From a commercial perspective the essential questions are 1) which products 
are most viable for the expense of production? And 2) how much of which 
types of resources are a wise investment? Media industries cope with a higher 
degree of uncertainty than most others (Doyle 2013; Picard 2011) because con-
sumers are fickle, markets are increasingly fragmented, popularity is mercurial 
and product lifecycle varies considerably. Thus, many products (movies, books 
and music recordings) depend on a ‘hit model’ to realise profits because the 
majority of productions lose money while the handful that become hits can 
produce enormous margins. 

Even if a particular category of media goods (such as natural history 
programmes), produce a profit, the margin might not be as large as would 
be realised if producing in another category. Production carries ‘opportunity 
costs’ because more lucrative options must be foregone due to the constant 
of scarce resources. This dilemma is evident in the reasoning of former ITV 
Chairman, Michael Grade, when he argued at a 2009 hearing of the UK 
House of Commons that this commercial public service company should be 
allowed to cut regional news. Grade said the X-Factor, a breadwinner for 
ITV, attracted 8-12 million viewers and concluded, “that’s what the viewers 
really want. Yes it’s nice to have regional news, but it’s not viable for us” 
(Hedges 2009). Broadcasters’ pursuit of financial viability in news increas-
ingly favours taking a deliberate editorial ‘slant’ that reflects and connects 
with a particular segment’s way of thinking (Economist 2011), as illustrated 
by the commercial success of Fox News in comparison with decline for CNN. 
Fox News might be an important contributor to discourse in the USA, but it 
is highly partisan by design – for both commercial and ideological reasons 
(Wemble 2013; Lee 2012). 

Non-excludability is a continuing challenge for media goods, not only in 
broadcasting but also in the broadband environment. The film and recording 
industries have been thoroughly disrupted by the ease of copying and ‘shar-
ing’ content, illegally or not. This facility undermines historically successful 
business models. It has also become a problem for the newspaper industry, 
which gave away content online for years before recognising this is one cause 
of financial trouble for the industry in the West. Although consumption of 
information goods like news, current affairs, cultural, educational and demo-
cratic discourse have beneficial effects for both individuals and societies, if 
provisioned on a purely commercial basis there are considerable difficulties 
to ensure an adequate supply – as well as the complications of ensuring that 
audiences actually consume these goods. 



115

A MARKET FAILURE PERSPECTIVE ON VALUE CREATION IN PSM

As Ronald H. Coase (1966) observed nearly forty years ago, private com-
mercial media must produce profits for shareholders and at as high a margin 
as possible. “I am quite certain that the broad pattern of programming will be 
determined by profitability. My view is that we should not bewail the fact that 
businessmen maximize profits. We should accept and use it. The task which 
faces us (and the task of good government policy) is to devise institutional ar-
rangements which will lead the businessman, as it were by an invisible hand, 
to do what is desirable (by making it profitable for him to do so)” (p. 444). 
The problem with this view today is that it is less reasonable to expect that 
something unprofitable could be made profitable, or that enforcement can be 
guaranteed. Both are less likely as competition and operation have become 
both more complex and more international. Even at the time Coase made his 
argument, Harold J. Barnett (1966: 470) noted in response: “As Professor Coase 
points out, it is rather too much to expect profit-seeking broadcasters not to 
seek profits or, I might add, non-profit broadcasters to suffer unrecoverable 
deficits”. Economic dynamics play a decisive role in explaining the expecta-
tions, orientations and behaviours of media firms. 

Thus, the issue for commercial media business is the inescapable, implacable 
requirement to produce profits. When the potential market is limited, as is the 
case for many types of content including poetry and fine art, religious program-
ming, content for minorities or mainly for educational purposes, the level of 
provisioning that is provided willingly (at least) by the market will typically be 
less than considered optimal for society. We understand that what is ‘optimal’ 
will vary according to the socio-cultural context. And of course there is ebb 
and flow in supply as well as demand for varied genres, often in co-relation 
with events (e.g. the 9-11 attack on the USA fuelled interest in news, current 
affairs and documentary production about that event and its consequences). 
But on average and overall, there are limits to what commercial operators in 
any media market can provide at a satisfactory profit across a range of genres 
and for a variety of audience segments. 

The argument against PSM is mainly that it distorts competition and this 
hinders profitability for the commercial sector. But there is evidence in the UK, 
at least, that the BBC’s output has encouraged more and better programming 
overall and has therefore been a driver of quality, variety and competition 
rather than an obstacle (Oliver 2005). Barnett (1966) suggested that the essential 
problem in producing content for smaller audiences isn’t necessarily that such 
services are entirely unprofitable but rather that the revenue is too much less 
than what can be realised from serving mainstream audiences. Similar points 
were made in the Peacock committee report on the BBC and public financ-
ing in 1986, and in a UNESCO handbook on public service broadcasting from 
1996. Analyses on broadcasting in smaller nations (Lowe & Nissen, eds. 2011) 
suggest that entire nations can be construed as ‘international minorities’ due 
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to small populations that speak unique languages. For example, with a global 
population of about seven billion, the roughly 5.5 million Finns would qualify 
as an international minority. ‘

The commercial market in media, which is increasingly international, will 
deliver sufficient supply of some types of content for large enough segments, 
but not enough of all necessary types for enough segments – especially at the 
domestic level.

The public service sector in electronic media
The market failure thesis became essential to PSB defence after the introduc-
tion of commercial broadcasting in Europe (Lilley 2008; Armstrong & Weeds 
2005; Davies 2005). But in the digital media environment a plethora of public 
service goods are provided by museums, galleries, scientific foundations and 
associations, and by a variety of media organisations. This is why many think, 
“the objectives of PSB have too often been defined in terms of market failure” 
(Gardham 2008: 20). There are at least two thorny problems with arguing the 
case for PSB on this basis. First, the market failure thesis creates a potential 
trap because sufficiency of any type of public good that is satisfied by the 
market undermines legitimacy for continuing PSB provision. Another problem 
is that the market failure thesis says nothing about the appropriate scale of 
intervention (Whittingdale 2008: 42-43). As Dieter Helm (2005b) observed:

Whilst anything can be brought within the market failure framework it does not 

follow that interventions should be based only on this framework. Markets, it 

can be argued, exist within a social context, with all its politics, freedoms and 

cultures, rather than the other way around. At stake here is something very 

fundamental” (p. 4)…[because in] the economic marketplace people are treated 

unequally – what matters is how much they are both willing and able to spend. 

In the democratic political market, ability to pay is not a relevant criterion (p. 5). 

Although there are problems in basing argumentation on the market failure 
thesis, even in an era of increasing media abundance the thesis remains valid 
for at least two reasons. First, the causes of market failure “have not disap-
peared simply because technology has gone digital, despite assumptions to the 
contrary” (Davies 2005: 134). Helm (2005a: xi) expected “pervasive”, on-going 
market failures in broadcasting in the digital environment because the funda-
mentals of broadcasting as a market encourage oligopoly due to economics 
of scale and scope. The economic dynamics don’t change merely because the 
delivery mechanism is different. 

Second, although more abundant due to greater efficiency in spectrum use, 
and because digital media rely more on wired delivery, digitalisation facilitates 
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easier conversion of media content into excludable goods (i.e. ‘club goods’) 
via encryption and subscription. Without PSB many countries would have far 
less domestic content than at present (Lowe & Nissen 2011). Analyses suggest 
that although commercial media companies are often mandated with public 
service obligations, governments are increasingly challenged by complication 
in enforcing them. The historic “compact” with commercial networks is col-
lapsing as trans-border signals and rules create conditions where regulators 
can’t rely on scarcity of opportunity that is imposed by licensing in order to 
leverage public service provision as a cost of doing business in media (Oliver 
2005: 40).

Opponents of PSM make much of the benefits and exuberance of commercial 
competition, but this is just as relative as market failure. As Helm (2005b: 11) 
observed, “Markets have varying degrees of competition and there are many 
dimensions and kinds of competition. The policy question is whether there 
is enough competition to negate the need for intervention?” Oliver (2005: 41) 
noted that many believe “the more competitive the commercial market the 
greater the investment in programming and the higher the quality of output”, 
but found that the empirical evidence suggests the reverse: “A market with 
many separately owned commercial channels is likely to see revenue spread 
thinly, yielding individual channel schedules of relatively cheap and, outside 
the USA, often imported programming”. 

This problem is compounded by the fact that competition for advertising 
incentivises channels to serve the most profitable markets. Oliver furthered 
observed that “commercial channels’ reliance on advertising makes them es-
pecially vulnerable to fragmentation” (p. 45). This partly explains the growing 
emphasis on pay TV that is beginning to endanger the free-to-air ecology of 
broadcasting systems. That is evident especially in sports, one genre still able 
to assemble mass audiences. Competition for live sports programming drives 
up the cost to acquire rights and partly accounts for the growing popularity of 
strategies that put sports content behind pay-walls both to generate revenue 
and grow uptake of subscription TV.

Those who assume the digital environment will always encourage an ex-
panding range of entrants, that barriers will remain low and that consolidation 
is unlikely, are on the wrong side of the evidence (Helm 2005b). Over the past 
twenty years convergence, consolidation and globalisation together account for 
persistent problems with market failure in varied domestic markets, although 
in cyclical patterns with highs and lows over time and across markets. That 
said, as Helm (ibid: 14) observed: “the fact that markets fail does not, in itself, 
mandate intervention. All markets fail: the issue is whether the market failures 
are greater than the costs for intervention”. The answer is often yes for broad-
casting because failures are cumulative rather than singular:
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The first – and generally neglected – point to make about market failure is 

that it is typically multiple. Whereas most economic analyses take each market 

failure in turn for reasons of analytical simplicity, the policy problem is set 

in the context where these failures happen simultaneously, and indeed may 

reinforce or offset each other… A second point is that market failures rarely 

point straightforwardly to state provision or single-form solutions. Markets 

fail relatively, not absolutely, and because the failures are multiple, so the 

policy instruments tend to be multiple too (Helm 2005b: 6). 

In our view the case for PSM as a legitimate intervention to correct market failure 
is mainly based on ensuring ample provision of meritorious public goods, and 
this enjoys legitimacy irrespective of the platform for delivery (i.e. it pertains 
as well to broadband as to broadcast media in the digital environment). The 
scale and scope of public services provided by PSM is a policy issue, of course, 
and therefore political and normative in nature. But the need for some form of 
intervention is as valid today in the light of developing trends in digital media 
as has been the case historically in analogue broadcasting. PSB organisations 
are doing precisely what commercial media firms are also doing – developing 
operational capacity and competence to function on diverse platforms in order 
to reach and satisfy audiences that are increasingly fragmented and differenti-
ated. But PSM must grapple with unique problems. 

First, public service operators have come increasingly into direct competi-
tion with formerly adjacent industries (particularly with newspaper publishers). 
Second, the fragmentation of audiences has produced significant problems 
for commercial operators to generate what they (or their investors) consider a 
reasonable margin. Today’s direct conflict with the newspaper industry is im-
portant because it has taken an increasingly oppositional tone and position in 
relation to PSM, which is now a core competitor in the online marketplace (see 
for instance Murdoch 2009). Big profit margins were common for newspapers 
historically and the come down has been hard and a long time in the making 
(see Meyer 1995 & 2009). And although significantly smaller today, margins 
remain comparatively healthy in comparison with other industries (Egmont 
et al. 2013; Edge 2012). But the point to make is that PSM faces a range and 
degree of competition that PSB did not. A third unique problem is discussed 
in the contribution from Peter Goodwin, who suggests that broadcasting per 
se has been fundamental to the legitimacy of the public service enterprise. We 
refer the reader his work in chapter 4 to clarify. 

Discussion about the transition from PSB to PSM needs to incorporate an 
understanding that production and distribution of meritorious public goods is 
platform-neutral and related more to content genres than modes of distribution. 
Fulfilment of the public service mission in media today requires a range of 
activities across diverse platforms. The challenge is no different for commercial 
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media firms. Public service organisations have legitimate interests in developing 
web and mobile presences to ensure delivery of services. Demand for online 
content is growing and there is no convincing reason the sector should be 
prevented from using their considerable production capabilities and extensive 
archives, all paid with public money, to produce services that are valued by 
their publics. It doesn’t make sense in terms either of social or economic value 
that public institutions would be inhibited or forbidden from creating more 
value for the monies already invested by publics who have a right to expect 
access to all they are paying to receive. 

The dual system in today’s media ecology
As noted, a common theme in the discourse of abundant digital media sug-
gests that dedicated public service institutions are no longer necessary because 
there is so much content available across an increasing range of platforms. The 
danger is that although there are significantly more sources and abundant sup-
ply of some kinds of content, “civic understanding and well-informed debate” 
appears to be declining rather than growing (Gardham 2008: 14). Moreover, the 
supply is uneven with regard to what is on offer. Foster (2008) highlighted the 
importance of treating media as an ecology whenever the goal is to guarantee 
higher standards of quality than could otherwise be expected, along with a 
greater diversity of voices and perspectives than would otherwise be repre-
sented, and given the continuing need for universal access to secure a more 
inclusive availability than is likely to be realised otherwise. 

Private commercial media will cater for segments that are attractive either to 
advertisers or as subscribers insofar as such provision is sufficiently profitable. 
Netflix is an interesting case in the broadband market because this on-demand 
service has begun to make original content (with the drama series House of 
Cards). The interesting aspect is not only that the company invested in original 
content at high professional standards, and offered it first on demand, but also 
the method of development. By analysing big data gleaned from users of their 
service they were able to identify the profit potential for such a series (New 
York Times 20131 and Technology Review 20132). Netflix is of pointed interest 
for attempting to establish a stronger market position in the broadband envi-
ronment in direct competition with the broadcast environment.	

Similar trends have been evident in satellite television for some years. 
Discovery Communications, for example, targets several niche markets with 
content that is ‘culture-neutral’ (e.g. nature series, travel series, science series). 
While such programming caters to minority interests, profitability depends on 
assembling a mass audience across domestic markets. Although the non-mass 
audience argument is compelling from a perspective that emphasises cultural 
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distinctions and domestic needs, creating aggregated mass audiences produces 
significantly higher profits and is pursued via strategies that deliberately avoid 
domestication of content. International media market success can be construed 
as serial failures in domestic markets.

PSM is arguably a vital component of the domestic media ecology in most 
countries because the institution is mandated to ensure provision of content 
that mainly caters to domestic populations, and to do so with sensitivity to 
variation in domestic cultures and social relations under local conditions. PSM 
must provide content that services both mass and non-mass audiences, which 
is especially important as societies in the West increasingly feature a multicul-
tural complexion. Without intervention, a commercial market will not provide 
all or as much in meritorious public goods, in this case having merit because 
they are from and about domestic issues. The smaller the market is, the bigger 
the potential for failures. 

The same needs and principle are arguably valid in the rapidly developing 
broadband environment, especially as use grows and the media ecology de-
velops in ways that make broadband a vital element. PSM has many purposes 
keyed to content provision that serve socio-political, democratic and cultural 
needs, and thereby correct failures in on-demand as well as on-air markets. One 
can argue that it’s too soon or too early in the broadband game to know how 
much failure there will be, where and in what exactly, and thus the degree to 
which PSM will be a corrective. That is fair. But there is a case for being safe 
now rather than sorry later, especially when recognising that systemic proper-
ties create path dependencies that are later very difficult – often impossible 
– to change. Ward (2006) believes the commercial market can provide public 
service media to some degree and in limited areas of programming, but that 
the degree is likely to decrease as competition increases. 

Digitalisation is thus likely to aggravate the historic problem, rather than 
resolve it. To reiterate a key point, the need for public service provision isn’t 
declining in the emerging digital media ecology. PSM in its institutionalised 
form has advantages that render it more likely to secure adequate provision 
of meritorious public goods and to correct market failures in broadband as 
well as broadcast platforms. Those advantages include obligatory mandates, 
historically trusted brands, the scale of facilities and talent available for handling 
production, their role in supporting the independent sector, and an ethos that 
prioritises social responsibility. The role and influence of public financing is 
certainly a factor, as well.

The dual media system in electronic media has been effective in Europe 
since the mid-1980s, and in some countries even earlier (e.g. Finland and the 
UK since the mid-1950s). This remains a viable solution to the problem of 
how to internalise the costs of potential negative externalities that can arise 
from either public service or private commercial operations if one or the other 
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is the only sector. Coase (1966) observed that responsible government policy 
doesn’t condone continuing a harmful practice, whatever the means for ‘cover-
ing’ the cost (if even possible), but requires fixing the cause of the problem in 
the first place. He also observed that potential ill effects on the market caused 
by intervention must be balanced against the general gains that are realised 
as a result, and that profits (broadly construed) don’t only benefit a particular 
private interest but also the wider society. Avoiding the harm may also hinder 
the benefit (for a concise summary see Baffi 2007). 

The problems of market failure in electronic media are more likely to be 
avoided when and where two sectors are in simultaneous and competitive 
operation than by either sector alone. PSM will cause some distortion in media 
markets, but that is the purpose it is supposed to fulfil. The rational for PSB 
continuation, and for PSM development, makes good sense in the light of its 
potential to correct market failures in order for a society to reap as many and 
as great a range of benefits as possible. Any other option will create higher 
costs without assurance of higher benefit. 

There will always be market failures of the varied types categorised by 
Bator, thus it isn’t reasonable to expect commercial companies to produce all 
the domestic content that is merited across all genres because the potential 
for profit is so variable and risks are high. That holds especially for the rapidly 
developing but still immature, and therefore unstable, digital environment. 
That it is not mature for industrial purposes is evident in the frantic, sometimes 
seemingly desperate, search for business models to realise sustainable profit-
ability (e.g. Kaye & Quinn 2010; Picard & Dal Zotto 2006). We find reasonable 
grounds for the continuing need of intervention in media markets, all of which 
are rapidly becoming electronic and digital. This is especially vital in efforts 
to secure sufficiency in domestic content production at comparable quality 
standards for both broadcast and broadband provision. PSM is well positioned 
to guarantee competition within dual media markets and, together with private 
commercial operators, a sufficiency in media goods that reduces the potential 
for market failures.

Conclusion: A proven solution
Cases where media goods are characterised by both non-rivalry and non-
excludability are shrinking in the digital environment because excludability 
can be more easily established. Some aspects and degrees of excludability 
are certainly acceptable, even appropriate, within limits determined by media 
policy that decides what is socially desirable and most generally beneficial for 
a society. Universalism has continuing merit for satisfying the greatest range of 
social, cultural and democratic needs. Requirements for diversity in production 
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can be mandated and private operators provide a range of meritorious public 
goods. But the causes of market failure in the provision of media goods remain 
pertinent and digitalisation doesn’t resolve historic problems. Moreover, rules 
must be enforceable and enforced, an evident problem today.

Characteristic structures and dynamics in media industries indicate we are 
not dealing with ‘business as usual’. The costs and the benefits of interven-
tion, and non-intervention, in media markets must be weighed in the balance 
of what is best for mutual as well as individual interests, and in the light of a 
society’s overall objectives for its media ecology as a whole. It is difficult to 
estimate in advance what would be lost in setting aside the PSM component of 
European media ecologies. Clarity might come too late to correct when path 
dependencies are already set. We can say, without equivocation, that the dual 
structure has worked very well in European societies for both the provision 
of content of all types and for all publics engaged with broadcasting. In our 
view that provides fair reason to expect that the approach will be as effective 
for maturing the broadband environment in ways that have the highest prob-
abilities for avoiding the damage of market failures.

We understand that claims about market failure in the provision of media 
goods are sometimes exaggerated for the self-serving interests of PSM organisa-
tions, and that commercial media provide a range of goods that benefit publics 
and are services. That has been evident in the United States for decades. It is 
equally clear, however, that commercial priorities and mission parameters are 
different and this has consequences. There have been declines in the produc-
tion of less popular genres even by PSB providers that prioritise competitive 
success over other objectives. This is evident in children’s programming in the 
UK, for example (Steemers & D’Arma 2012). In the USA successive cuts in fed-
eral funding encourage greater reliance by public broadcasters on commercial 
revenue via ‘underwriting’ and direct sponsorship, fuelling varied concerns 
(Winship 2007) and indicating worrisome influences on the character of content 
(see FAIR 2013; Mayer 2013; Hall 2011; Rosen 2010). 

The roles and purposes of PSM are similar in key aspects to the historic 
broadcast mission. PSM can be required to provide meritorious public goods 
across whatever platforms people access to correct various kinds of market 
failure in the digital environment. Production requires facilities and depends 
on talent of many kinds, often highly specialised in media. Higher quality 
goods typically entail higher costs for talent, in design and for production. 
There is no convincing reason to think that production of such goods for the 
broadband interactive environment will remain as inexpensive as in the past, 
or that competition for users and revenue won’t drive up costs for all kinds 
of talents and goods. 

PSM will distort markets, but in light of our discussion it’s arguably the case 
that a ‘non-distorted’ purely commercial market is more prone to failure of vari-
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ous kinds and in varying degrees. The argument for self-correction is not very 
convincing. There is a continuing need to balance commercial interests with 
public interests. We think this finds reasonable application in the broadband 
environment as it becomes increasingly commercialised. PSM organisations have 
the experience, expertise and will to develop new media services and to play a 
decise role in the on-going development of the dual market system in Europe 
(and beyond, where applicable). Moreover, we don’t think it makes sense to 
suggest that goods paid for with public money should not be distributed via 
all the preferred and generally used means of distribution.

PSM is not the only way to secure meritorious public goods, nor is it al-
ways the best approach for every type of service or in every country. But it is 
a proven approach in Europe’s already highly developed dual system and a 
method through which a sufficiency of domestic content has been well provi-
sioned in audiovisual media for decades. While argumentation to end PSB and 
to prohibit PSM has rhetorical power in the self-interested designs of private 
commercial media, we don’t find it convincing when assessing the creation of 
value that adds to the public sphere. 

Note
	1.	 Text available at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/en/treaties/dat/11997D/htm/11997D.html# 

0109010012. 
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What Media Value?
Theorising on Social Values  

and Testing in Ten Countries

Josef Trappel

Values are good fellows of both media business practice and communication 
research. While the former has always been interested in the economic value 
of its business, the latter used news values as an analytical tool to understand 
why some events become news and others don’t. The traditional understand-
ing of value in the context of media production is challenged today. Media 
business is reshaping its concepts fundamentally in attempts to address the 
decline of readership for newspapers, stagnation of the television audience, the 
erosion of advertising revenues for traditional (mass) media and the digitalisa-
tion of content distribution on the Internet. Some consider these challenges a 
crisis (Imhof 2011; Almiron 2010; Schudson 2010) and others as a process of 
transformation (Winseck & Jin 2011).

In this chapter I argue, first, that orientation towards economic and business 
value alone is not appropriate for media business in the 21st century; second, 
that social values increase in importance in ways that are contrary to any purely 
economic (and shareholder) perspective on value; and third, that public service 
media are well prepared to adopt social values in their operations. In the sec-
ond part of the chapter empirical evidence is provided to validate the claims.

Economic and business values 
During much of the 20th century, private commercial media firms were highly 
successful in business terms and that was largely a result of orienting their 
operations to more highly prioritised economic values. Current processes of 
comparatively radical change might require different business orientations, 
however, as the ways by which information, deliberation and entertainment 
are manufactured and distributed is changing rapidly, and corresponding to 
changes in the ways that people (as audiences, users, etc) receive, use, and 
organise media use to satisfy their communication needs and wants.

Chapter 7



128

JOSEF TRAPPEL

In theoretical terms, business orientation in the later half of the 20th century 
was strongly influenced by Michael Porter’s compelling and prominent theory 
for understanding and explaining the production, delivery and service process 
as a “value chain”, and the approach for using that concept in analysis [VCA] 
(Porter 1998 [1985]: 36ff). Nearly 30 years later its long lasting paradigmatic 
effects on business operations are still evidently important, and merit discus-
sion. The essential idea is that every step (link) of the production, delivery and 
service process either contributes to or detracts from the value the product 
has for a customer.

Porter’s value chain model focuses on the individual firm and its ability to 
create value for customers. In his view, this value is evident in “the amount 
buyers are willing to pay for what a firm provides them. Value is measured by 
total revenue, a reflection of the price a firm’s product commands and the units 
it can sell” (Porter 1998 [1985]: 38). The level of generalisation is high because 
in theory his model should apply to all firms in all segments of a competitive 
market economy.

Media firms and academic studies in media economics and management have 
commonly used and applied Porter’s model and approach, classifying the links 
variously but always as a chain that features production/creation (of content), 
packaging/production, distribution, and delivery/exhibition (e.g. Albarran 2010: 
57; Zerdick et al. 2000: 52ff). Lucy Küng (2008) applied the model to various 
media (TV, newspapers, film) to demonstrate differences in the complexity of 
links in the chain for each, and similarities between them. Despite differences, 
these authors adhere to a shared perspective in which value is understood as 
the “ability to command money or other goods in exchange for the commodity 
or service in the market” (Picard 1989: 35). 

Focussing on the economic value according to the VCA by contemporary 
media and communication firms does not provide fully satisfactory results for 
four reasons that are important to consider. 

The first reason refers to the fundamental fact that most media firms are 
simultaneously operating in a dual-product market comprised of 1) the audi-
ence market for content and 2) the advertising market for audience attention. 
These ‘products’ are different (content vs. attention), the customers are differ-
ent (business-to-consumers vs. business-to-business), and the pricing models 
are different (low/no cost vs. competitive pricing). Optimising the strategy in 
one market affects performance and success in the other market (Albarran 
2010: 57f; Picard 2011; Picard 1989: 17f). Applying VCA to distinct but related 
markets often creates contradictions because optimising the quality of content 
provision does not always correspond with advertisers’ requirements concern-
ing the amount and quality of audiences delivered. 

A second weakness of VCA in application to media is keyed to an implicit 
preference for vertical business integration, corresponding well with the para-
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digm of the industrial age of mass production and mass consumption of the 20th 
century. In this respect the extraordinary business success of media firms in the 
1970s and 1980s can be explained in part by a strategy of vertical integration 
that made them highly profitable enterprises in a generally favourable business 
environment of economic growth. Such high profits come at a cost, however. 
As much as vertical (and horizontal and diagonal) media integration advanced, 
resulting in increasing concentration, competition within media markets of all 
sizes declined. Media monopolies in local markets has long been characteristic 
of newspapers and broadcasting in Europe, for example, and powerful media 
oligopolies have been increasingly characteristic in national, supra-national and 
global media markets (for an overview see Downing 2011 & Sparks, 2007). Such 
large media conglomerates are less acceptable nowadays, however (McChesney 
calls media concentration a “poison pill for democracy” 2008: 427), and they 
are required to justify their market power. Anti-trust legislation sets limits and 
prevents some of them from further growth in varied national markets.

Third, as mass media are transformed into “mass self-communication” (Cas-
tells 2009: 58ff), the vertical integration model no longer fits as well. VCA cannot 
easily cope with influencing factors from outside the constrained focus on a 
business setting. In Porter’s model civil society is relevant only in the role of 
consumers for goods and services, and in the case of media industries especially 
for ‘audience as product’ whose attention can be sold to advertisers. The VCA 
approach doesn’t really accommodate the “active audience” (Hartley 2012: 8) 
either in the initial link in the value chain, content production, or most of the 
rest of the subsequent links (distribution, delivery). They really only appear 
as the evaluators of the value, and this is constrained to the amount of money 
they are willing to pay for a media product or service.

Fourth, VCA does not provide fully satisfactory results because in contrast 
to firms producing mainly material goods, media firms are in the business of 
providing immaterial goods that are strongly bound to the tastes, preferences 
and values of consumers, i.e. audiences. Of course some media industries 
produce tangible goods, such as books and DVDs, but the use value isn’t 
in material aspects of those goods – it is in the enjoyment of the experience 
of reading or viewing, and therefore largely in the intangible characteristics. 
Explaining and understanding media business merely in terms of money in 
exchange for services neglects this additional but important business ele-
ment. Successful media firms always represent more dimensions and kinds 
of values than competitive and economic value. They represent distinctive 
views on current events in politics, economics and cultural life, for example. 
News and entertainment contribute fundamentally to the definition of values 
in society, and facilitate a never-ending process of public negotiation, de-
liberation and “working through” (Ellis 1999). In this respect, values obtain 
additional importance beyond commanding money. Creating, shaping or 
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neglecting value-definition by media firms is, in fact, a major success factor 
even in business terms. 

Thus, the question arises as to whether optimising efficiency along the lines 
of Porter’s value chain model is sufficient to explain performance or success of 
contemporary media (and communication) firms. Is it appropriate (and socially 
acceptable) to reduce cost in content production and acquisition (e.g. by cost 
cutting, downsizing and content syndication), optimise packaging and distri-
bution by advancing for example digital platforms and streamline delivery to 
make media firms fit for the challenges of the world of mass-self communica-
tion? These questions can only be answered by extending the analytical view 
beyond economic value.

Introducing and defining social value
In this section I argue that the ongoing process of change requires media firms, 
both private and public, to reconsider the value creation model. I hypothesise 
that the more media firms concentrate on the creation of social value alongside 
economic and business value, the better these firms will perform and succeed 
in the age of mass self-communication. Furthermore, I argue that public service 
media are intrinsically better positioned to deliver social value than commercial 
media. Obviously, this is an extensive hypothesis and requires close examina-
tion of the term value in different connotations.

Values, in general terms, are essential for directing behaviour. In the context 
of media – and in particular in the context of news – values are prominent 
features that explain why some news items achieve predominance over oth-
ers (news values). Robert Picard’s essay on Value Creation and the Future of 
News Organizations (2010) elaborates on various values with regard to news 
production. He distinguishes exchange value from use value, individual value 
from social value and asks questions of fundamental importance: Value for 
what? Value for whom? (ibid. 47ff). These are basic questions and useful for a 
critique of claims made by neoclassical economics that “the value of goods and 
services are whatever the market will bear” (ibid. 48). This over-simplification 
corresponds well with the VCA model discussed above. From this perspective 
the question of “value for whom?” is easy to answer: Value for the firm and its 
owners, investors and managers. The implicit assumption is that whatever is 
good for the firm is (eventually) good for consumers.

The term public value, first expounded in the US public administration lit-
erature on effective government administration and management (Moore 1995; 
Benington & Moore 2011), prominently entered the media reform policy debate 
in 2004 when the BBC in the UK based its argument for continued legitimacy 
and relevance during the renewal of its Royal Charter on redefining its remit 
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around that term (BBC 2004). According to the BBC, public value is created 
by serving people both as individuals and as citizens, and does so by offering 
additional benefits over and above individual value by contributing “to the 
wider well-being of society, through its contribution to the UK’s democracy, 
culture and quality of life” (ibid: 29). The basic argument for charter renewal 
was that the BBC would extend its public value work on three levels:

	 1.	 By building a digital Britain, that is, creating innovative services, technolo-
gies and content that encouraged citizens to “use, understand and enjoy” 
digital information technologies (ibid: 65ff)

	 2.	 By supporting active and informed citizenship, for example by offering 
“everyone a democratic voice and a means of contributing to the national 
debate”; and

	 3.	 By providing programmes that enrich lives and culture (ibid: 60ff). This 
included producing genre crossing productions, multimedia interactive 
resources and participatory story-telling projects.

A key proposition was that public value should not only be developed in 
theory but should be measurable in practice. A complex and ambitious pro-
cedure, called the public value test, to assess both the BBC’s capacity to meet 
public value objectives and the market impact of its activities (Collins 2007). 
In this respect the term ‘public value’ refers to the BBC’s political and cultural 
objectives, and therefore its social value. The market assessment dimension 
recognises that this cannot be entirely divorced from its economic performance 
and, especially, impact on the market.

By successfully applying the public value test the BBC finally managed to 
renew its charter, demonstrating how well the BBC is embedded in British 
society. In retrospect, the introduction of public value as a core concept in 
PSB media policy has been highly successful for the BBC’s purposes – with 
consequences for other member states as the European Commission has encour-
aged, even requires, variations of the test to be developed by other member 
states to assess the (market) impact of new media services of public service 
broadcasters (Donders & Pauwels, 2010; see also the chapter by Hallvard Moe 
& Hilde Van den Bulck in this volume).

The term public value is therefore closely connected to the BBC’s context 
of charter renewal and this instrumental pursuit (Oakley et al 2011) has sub-
sequently become a defining element of media policy discourse related to 
public service media and their remits. Apart from this British context, however, 
the specific meaning of this term has not been clearly defined and the term is 
used widely and in various contexts (Donders & Moe 2011). Analytically, this 
depreciates the term.
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In contrast to public value as elaborated here, the term social value (fol-
lowing Picard 2010: 61) refers to values for society, not for single stakeholders, 
highlighting collective benefits. This overlaps with the BBC’s understanding 
of public value:

Social value is created when news organizations inform and explain events 

of the day, monitor the integrity of public representatives, chastise and laud 

the behavior and performance of institutions, organizations, and enterprises, 

and stimulate public discussion and engagement (Picard 2010: 61).

Thus, social value addresses mid- to long-term collective needs and wants, is 
rooted in the communication requirements of democratic societies and pro-
vides “a society with a better understanding of itself and its place in the world, 
and a shared sense of identity and place” (Flew 2013: 82, with reference to 
Throsby 2001)

At this crossroad, different schools of thought meet. On the one hand, media 
economists propose social value as an essential element of good media business 
governance; on the other hand (political) theories seeking to analyse the devel-
opment of democracy refer to essential values for democratic societies. These 
ends can be tied together. Irrespective of what (political) model of democracy 
is chosen for analysis – pluralist, administrative, civic or direct democracy (see 
Glasser 2009: 97ff) – one can identify fundamental normative values that need 
to be protected, proceeded and respected by leading (news) media:

Equality and liberty (freedom) are the most frequently mentioned social 
values when looking into the relevant literature on media and democracy 
(Glasser 2009). In the media context, equality as a media value refers to the 
fundamental democratic requirement to offer a voice to all relevant groups in 
society. Michael Schudson used the terms “social empathy” and “advocate for 
various viewpoints” (2010: 104) to describe this value. Liberty (freedom) is a 
value materialised in the independence of the media from all sorts of power in 
society and enables media to act in a non-partisan or “objective” way (Baker 
2006: 115). Curran argues that both of these values, equality and liberty, should 
not be misinterpreted. Equality does not simply mean that media should enable 
equal representation of interests but also the expression of conflict. Core media 
“should enable divergent viewpoints and interests to be aired in reciprocal 
debate, and alert mainstream society to the concerns and solutions of minority 
groups” (2007: 40). Freedom needs to be interpreted not only as independence 
from the state but also from other power-holders in society.

Another key social value is control, often referred to as the watchdog func-
tion of the media to hold political authorities to account by monitoring their 
activities (among many others, cf. Voltmer 2006: 4) and reporting on those 
activities. Contemporary understanding of this value extends beyond the clas-
sical understanding: “The watchdog role of the press is perhaps best viewed 
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as mediating the investigative resources of a free society – its whistleblowers, 
dissenting elite members, civil society watchdogs, independent think tanks, 
and critical researchers – rather than acting as a substitute for them.” (Curran 
2007: 35)

Other social values within the media and democracy discourse are solidarity 
(Dahlberg and Siapera 2007: 2) and participation (Carpentier 2011). Solidarity 
is closely related to the broader value of equality but underlines the role of 
the media and can be regarded as “a central communication value according 
to the definition of communication as increasing communality and sharing of 
outlook and experience” (McQuail 1992: 68). Participation in general means 
greater public involvement in decision-making, although it is understood that 
more participation “may not necessarily lead to a particular enlightened debate 
(…)” (Downey 2007: 110).

Social values in the media arena are thus defined as values because they 
provide collective benefits in democratic societies, enhancing non-partisan 
and independently informed citizenry, augmenting social empathy and equal-
ity among citizens by providing platforms for participatory controversy and 
discourse, and controlling the powerful in society by holding them to public 
account. But are these social values behavioural guidelines for media firms? 
Picard’s analysis of social and democratic values created by the news media 
ends on a pessimistic note:

Given the poor value produced for society today by many news organizations 

(…), we may need to seriously consider whether the conditions that led the 

press to become the fourth estate still exist or whether the diminished role 

that many news organizations play today will make them irrelevant in the 

future (Picard 2010: 133).

While acknowledging the criticism, there are good arguments for why leading 
news organisations (still) deliver social value. Looking at the news output alone 
cannot explain differences between leading news media. Following Kaarle Nor-
denstreng (1999: 30), structural conditions need to be taken into account when 
news output should be explained. He asked: “Is not content just a reflection 
of structures of production and distribution, ultimately ownership? Is not con-
tent after all an ahistorical category?” Similarly, Denis McQuail suggested three 
levels for analysis of media performance. Quality of media output needs to be 
complemented by the structural and the organisational levels, thus ownership, 
control and conduct become part of the analysis (1999: 30).

To conclude this part of our discussion, social values are success factors for 
media, both public and private, in the age of active audiences. Media firms 
are required to carefully analyse how they address active audiences with their 
products and services. Delivery of social values seems especially pertinent as 
key for establishing and maintaining trust in a context that very clearly demands 
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continuous customer relations with media firms in the 21st century. It is up to 
respective media firms to decide how social values are defined, made available 
and delivered for and to their specific audiences, which differ considerably 
between ‘low key’ entertainment media and ‘high brow’ informational and 
educative contents.

The terms public value and social value overlap to some extent. Social value, 
however, is more inclusive and less connected to the British and European 
Union debates on public service media. I therefore use social value for the 
following empirical analysis.

Testing social value in ten countries
The structural perspective taken in this chapter goes beyond content produc-
tion and is chosen to provide empirical evidence on how leading news media 
respect and further social value. The research question is whether and to what 
extend leading news media are prepared to support social values? Are social 
values any part of the internal organisation of a newsroom? Are they reflected 
in mission statements and in daily journalistic practices and routines? And are 
public service media any different from private commercial media?

Empirical evidence is provided by the Media for Democracy (MDM) project, 
scrutinising leading news media in nine European countries and in Australia 
(Trappel et al. 2011). Within this project, interviews were conducted with 
journalists and editors-in-chief of leading newspapers, magazines, radio and 
television broadcasters and online-media as well as representatives of journal-
ism unions, supplemented with document analyses. The analytical framework 
builds on three dimensions: freedom/information, equality/interest mediation, 
and control/watchdog function. For each dimension several indicators have 
been applied to establish the extent to which the leading news media in each 
country contribute to the function of democracy. Some indicators represent 
social values as discussed. 

Out of the total of 26 indicators used for the MDM project, five are clearly 
and directly connected to social values as discussed in this chapter and these 
provide empirical evidence about the extent to which social values are evident 
at leading news media in ten countries: Australia, Austria, Finland, Germany, 
Lithuania, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK. In the 
following analysis, each indicator is briefly introduced and described, followed 
by significant findings from all or selected countries. The sources for all country 
information can be found in Trappel et al. 2011. Here the sources are cited 
only once when first mentioned.
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Independence of the news media from power holders
This indicator refers to the social value of independence of the newsroom, 
which is essential for being able to inform citizens, to explain complicated mat-
ters and to report on relevant issues in an objective and non-partisan manner. 
The normative assumption is that newsroom members do not feel obliged to 
power holders in society but rather are beholden to their internal principles 
and rules – and ultimately or to their audiences. Furthermore, this indicator 
establishes ways and means that explain how journalists are shielded from 
vested interest and how strong – if at all – non-media organisations (such as 
financial investors, political parties, churches etc) are in having a say inside a 
media company. Moreover, financial conditions are relevant: It is assumed that 
more and long-term available financial means enhance independence. Empirical 
data were derived from interviews, company information, mission statements 
and the remit of public service media.

The protection of journalistic independence is not as obvious as one might 
expect. In several countries, vested business interests are present in the leading 
news media. For example, the two financial investors KKR and Permira own 
the second largest private broadcasting company in Germany (ProSiebenSat1) 
(Marcinkowsi & Donk 2011), and partly own SBS Nederland in the Nether-
lands (d`Haenens & Kik 2011). The financial group Raiffeisen is part owner 
of some of the largest news media in Austria, Kurier and Profil) (Grünangerl 
& Trappel 2011). 

The Catholic Church owns media in Portugal (Rádio Renascença and a 
number of small regional newspapers) and Austria (Styria Group). Further-
more, in the Netherlands the investment group Talpa Media/Cyrte of John de 
Mol is part owner of the Telegraaf Media Groep (TMG) and RTL Nederland. 
The financial investor Mecom owns 87% of the shares in Koninklijke Wegener. 
In Germany, the Social Democratic Party owns the publisher DDVG, among 
the top ten publishers in this country. In Portugal, the Sonae group, who runs 
supermarkets and shopping centres, owns the daily newspaper Público and 
the advertising company Controlinvest, also is active in the football industry 
and in the trade of football transmission rights, as well as owning three daily 
newspapers (Fidalgo 2011). The strongest influence of non-media companies 
on leading news media is reported in Lithuania: there, most news media are 
owned by strong business groups with interests outside the media field such 
as real estate agencies, logistics and construction firms, hotels, health care 
organisations, heavy industry, and finance. Even at the newsroom level, some 
conflicts of interest have been reported where journalists are being businessmen 
in Lithuania (Balcytiené 2011).

At the other end of the spectrum, the survey on Sweden and the UK did not 
reveal any major threats to editorial independence, especially because the pub-
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lic service broadcasters are carefully shielded from politics. The Royal Charter 
stipulates that the BBC is independent in all matters concerning the content 
of its output and the management of its affairs. The degree of independence 
from government can be considered outstanding (Humphreys 2011). In Sweden 
there is a large institutional distance between policy and the public broadcast-
er, who enjoys financing over periods of six years (von Krogh & Nord 2011). 
In Lithuania, in contrast, the independence of public service broadcasting is 
compromised by the fact that funding decisions are taken by the government 
on an annual basis, thus preventing independent long-term planning.

Overall, the social value of independence from power holders in society 
shows some connections between business and other social forces (Church) 
and newsrooms. Direct influence at the journalistic level, however, has not 
been reported. Conditions for impartial and non-partisan journalism are good. 
Public service media show a mixed record. Depending on the institutional 
setting, the independence varies. The Swedish and British model excels in this 
respect. More information on how ownership and editorial newsroom interplay 
is provided in the following indicator.

Company rules against internal and external  
influence on newsroom / editorial staff

This indicator addresses the problem of compromised editorial independence by 
internal and external influence. Internal influence might originate in the sales 
department for advertising, but also in shareholders’ interests or in the owner 
or patron. External influence might come from pressure or lobby groups, from 
government or from (large) companies interested in favourable coverage or por-
trayal of their products, or simply to polish their public reputations. In all such 
cases of internal and external influences, the question is about what kinds of 
measures are taken by media firms to resist attempts to influence editorial deci-
sions. Internal rules are one option, e.g. the strict separation of the advertising 
sales department from the newsroom. Another aspect concerns economic inde-
pendence that should exclude any single (advertising) customer from achieving 
dominance over the revenue stream. The more balanced revenues from different 
sources of commercially funded media are, the better for editorial independence. 
If companies rely on just one single source of income (such as non-commercial 
public service media), independence needs to be assured by legally binding 
rules and practices of distance between the revenue source and the news media. 
Empirical evidence has been gathered by interviewing journalists, editors-in-chief 
and other management staff as well as representatives from journalists’ unions.

In most countries the leading news media are well shielded from interven-
tions from their owners. In Portugal, Sweden and the Netherlands, there are 
editorial by-laws that prohibit any editorial influence by the proprietors. In the 
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UK, large newspapers are clear of editorial interventions, notably Tony O’Reilly 
(The Independent), the Scott Trust (Guardian) and Lord Rothermere (Daily 
Mail) are quoted as examples (Humphreys 2011). In contrast, Rupert Murdoch 
(The Times, Sunday Times, Sun, Sky News) is portrayed as being hands-on 
both economically and editorially. Interventions by the Murdoch family are 
also reported from Australia, where a recent court case (2010 Herald Sun in 
Melbourne) indicates interventions by media owners (Josephi 2011).

Several countries report blurred borders between newsrooms and company 
management where editors-in-chief are at the same time also CEOs of their 
companies, creating potential or real conflict of interests. In the Austrian sample, 
three editors-in-chief were also part of the management board, and the same 
situation was found at Sanoma Corp. in Finland (Helsingin Sanomat, Iltalehti), 
and in the Netherlands. Just one such case was reported from Sweden.

The separation of the newsroom from the advertising sales department is 
formally and strongly enforced by legal tools in all countries under scrutiny 
and attempts to influence content by advertising clients are normally vigor-
ously rejected. Full separation is the rule in public service broadcasting where 
advertising is managed in a separate business entity in Austria, Germany and 
Sweden; in the Netherlands NOS separates editorial and commercial interests 
by outsourcing revenue collection to a foundation. Such strict separation ap-
plies generally less to online media and smaller news media where advertorials, 
non-spot advertising, and hidden advertising occur.

The social value of uncompromised editorial independence is respected by 
leading news media in the MDM sample. Large newspapers do not suffer from 
interventions from their proprietors, but exceptions to this rule are reported. 
Commercialism and the weak economy, however, seem to erode the otherwise 
strict separation of editorial content and advertising, in particular in online-media 
and in smaller media firms. Public service broadcasters in Sweden, Finland, 
Germany and the UK are well shielded from any interventions – regardless 
whether from government or from advertisers.

Citizens’ participation
Participation is considered a social value for media companies in so far as they 
offer citizens the opportunity to voice their own views and to react to news 
stories they see, read or hear. In addition, media might encourage citizens to 
participate in the production of news. If citizens become more active agents in 
the process of public deliberations, more social value is created because public 
issues are then discussed more controversially, more voices are expressed and 
finally more voices might be heard. It can be argued that the larger the number 
of citizens who participate, the greater the chance of having a multitude of 
opinions. Because of their potentially interactive technological architecture, 
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online media are very well suited to establish citizen-centred participation. The 
question, therefore is, whether and to what extent leading news media offer 
opportunities for participation to citizens in ways and to degrees that go beyond 
classical feedback in the form of letters-to-the-editor? It is assumed that more 
active participation of citizens creates more social value by intensifying public 
deliberations. By interviewing editorial staff information is gathered on how 
open newsrooms are for participation, how well practices of reply by citizens are 
established and to what extent participation is welcome within the newsroom.

Empirical findings show that the leading news media are reluctant to fully 
implement interactive features and to offer participation options to the audi-
ence. In most cases leading news media only provide feedback opportunities 
by sending-in letters or emails to the editors. Portuguese, Dutch and Swiss 
leading news media do not offer much more than this (Meier et al. 2011: 309f).

Some public service broadcasters, however, provide best practice examples. 
The BBC has pioneered formats for providing audience participation, such as 
the weekly television programme Question Time, which is highly popular. In 
Australia, the ABC and SBS have high profile programmes Q & A and Insight, 
which are built on the basis of audience participation. In Germany, public 
service operator WDR has Listeners Days.

Open newsrooms are not well established in the ten counties. The over-
whelming majority of newsrooms are never open to citizens. Some interviewees 
expressed their doubts about quality issues when citizens become journalists 
and consider participation more as a supplement to journalism than as a fo-
rum for self-expression. In Finland, participation is widely recognised as a 
value among journalists and editors, but productive and meaningful means of 
implementation are lacking. One example of an open newsroom is reported 
at the local level, (Borgåbladet), which is well accepted and frequently used 
by citizens. In Sweden newspapers encourage participation and offer multiple 
mechanisms. Svenska Dagbladet runs an online project to combine traditional 
reporting and user participation.

These findings reveal that leading news media typically ignore, or at best 
only tentatively explore, the social value of citizens’ participation. The tradi-
tional model of agenda setting and gate keeping continues to dominate self-
understanding among journalists and editors. Citizens are by and large denied 
access to newsrooms and public deliberations do not primarily happen on 
the websites of traditional newspapers. Only a few and only public service 
broadcasters allow for extensive citizens’ participation.

Rules and practices on internal pluralism
Internal pluralism is an important social value. It aims at reflecting the variety 
of opinions and ideas within a society and their appropriate representation 
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in the newsroom. This social value is well respected when there are defined 
processes for how to handle divergent views within the newsroom. Hierarchical 
top-down decisions by the editor-in-chief in journalistic routines do not enhance 
internal pluralism (although of course at least occasionally necessary for a final 
decision). Sophisticated internal procedural rules to ensure pluralism can be 
considered to have increased importance to the extent that external pluralism 
has fallen prey to media concentration. It is usually the responsibility of news 
organisations to define rules and procedures internally. One important aspect 
of pluralism concerns the pool of experts that news media usually consult. 
Experts are preferred sources of information and are also used for interpreting 
events and issues, and sometimes appear as guest-authors. Again, interviews 
with journalists and editors are the source for empirical evidences.

While pluralism is valued in all countries and all newsrooms, rules on how to 
ensure pluralism generally don’t exist. The editors-in-chief interviewed refer to 
informal mechanisms in meetings and conferences where all journalists have a 
say, but codified guidelines are rare. The public service broadcaster in Austria, 
ORF, has rules stipulating how to ensure diversity in the choice of experts. In 
Finland, two national newspapers (Helsingin Sanomat and Iltalehti) have a 
policy of including opinions that diverge from the main editorial line (Karp-
pinen et al. 2011: 132). In Switzerland, internal pluralism is highly respected 
by the news media and they strive for balanced representation. Restrictions, 
however, result from media economics. Journalists lack time for investigation 
and suffer from precarious job conditions. Furthermore, changes in the profes-
sion diminish expert knowledge by journalists and increase dependency on 
external experts (Meier et al. 2011: 310).

Although well respected by news media, rules on internal pluralism are not 
popular in the newsrooms of the ten countries, irrespective of whether the 
organisation is public or private. This finding does not suggest the social value 
of pluralism isn’t respected and that newsrooms don’t strive for the representa-
tion of a wide variety of ideas and opinions. Certainly both are characteristic. 
But this important value would be better respected if there were internal rules 
to certify who and what opinions are reflected in the news.

Watchdog: mission statement and resources
Most journalists and observers agree that the social value of investigative report-
ing and watching over current affairs is of outstanding importance. Although 
there are other institutions (and persons) that watch over public affairs, such 
as Courts of Auditors or even whistleblowers such as Wikileaks, news media 
are able to confront broad audiences with results from investigations. In what 
way are news media prepared to respect this important social value? There 
are two assumptions: First, watchdog journalism requires skills and a sense of 



140

JOSEF TRAPPEL

responsibility that needs to be anchored in the mission statements of a news 
media organisation. Second, investigative reporting requires logistical and moral 
support by the news organisation by providing sufficient financial resources. 
Both assumptions are conditions for socially responsible watchdog journal-
ism. Newsrooms are required to provide their staff the necessary support to 
make watchdog journalism possible. The question, therefore, is whether and 
to what extent are watchdog journalism and investigative reporting part of the 
mission statement of news media are sufficiently resourced to enable journal-
ists to work on investigations? Empirical findings come from interviews with 
journalists, editors and representative of journalists’ unions.

European news media’s reference to watchdog or investigative journalism 
in mission statements is weak. In most cases no reference is made, with the 
exception of Sweden where both public service media and newspapers refer 
to their roles as watchdogs of power holders. Svenska Dagbladet claims criti-
cal scrutiny of power holders in society and public Sveriges Radio requires its 
journalists to review and investigate different forms of power. However, even 
in the Swedish case such statements do not mean much in day-to-day routines. 
In Finland, contrary to the European trend, watchdog journalism enjoys increas-
ing importance in written editorial principles. Other news media in Europe 
rate information higher than investigation in their mission. Australia is different 
in this respect. There, journalistic self-understanding is strongly composed of 
investigation, which is considered the most important role. Media companies 
(e.g. The Age; West Australian) commit themselves expressly to their role as 
fourth estate in their editorial policy. 

Reluctance to include investigative reporting in the mission statements does 
not prevent news media from allocating resources to this task, which basi-
cally means person power. Respondents in Australia confirm that sufficient 
resources are made available. Equally, German, Finnish, and Dutch media 
are well equipped for investigative reporting. Cut backs in staff and financial 
resources are expressly reported from Lithuania, Portugal, Switzerland, and 
the UK, however, and there the economic crisis has lead to the downsizing of 
newsrooms and to less available time for the remaining staff to do investigations.

Special task forces for watchdog journalism exist in public service broadcast-
ers (e.g. YLE in Finland has a specific investigative group; the same in Sweden 
and Switzerland) but not in small newsrooms. In particular online media do 
not have sufficient means to do investigations. The only reported exception 
is the Swedish tabloid paper, Expressen, which has a special unit with three 
reporters for investigative projects.

Overall, the social value of investigative reporting is less prominent than 
the familiar BBC tripartite mission to “inform, educate and entertain”. Special 
journalistic task forces are the exception, despite the fact that journalistic 
investigations would set media firms apart from their competitors. The eco-
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nomic crisis is eroding watchdog journalism further and new formats of news 
provisions online are particularly weak in investigative reporting. Some public 
service media can still afford to maintain special task forces for this function.

Conclusions
In general, we can say that values are important components of normative 
theories of media communication, and have historically been understood to 
have particular significance for mass media. While media economists refer-
ence value mainly in monetary and business terms, others have emphasised 
the specific role value plays for the meanings and practices of contemporary 
societies. Consideration of social values suggest how essential it is to embed 
media firms in their host societies. Economic value is measured by revenue. 
That is comparatively much easier and straightforward than attempts to measures 
public and social value. While public value is easily defined in negative terms 
as being the opposite of private value (i.e., that which profits a firm and its 
owner / investor interests mainly), social value goes far beyond the economic 
worth to include many more aspects that are closely related to the role and 
functions that media play in democratic societies. 

The value chain paradigm is popular but inadequate for media applica-
tions because it suggests that accumulating and concentrating media business 
activities vertically and horizontally (or even diagonally) is a priority. Michael 
Porter’s model is useful and has utility, but is cannot cope with active audience 
and doesn’t accommodate identities and roles outside of consumer-oriented 
practice. That is far from the whole story for media, and in many respects 
(as hopefully demonstrated in this chapter) isn’t the most important part of 
the story. As inadequate as it has been shown to be even for traditional mass 
media, it is even more deficient for the rising tide of mass self-communication 
identified by Manuel Castells.

An approach that prioritises social value provides a theoretical perspective 
that does not exclude economic success, that is to say the worth of media 
companies and industries, but focuses on values that are of mid- to longer-
term importance and is at the same time collectively focused (rather than only 
individually). At issue is what is most beneficial to a public at large, and not 
only for markets and or for people purely as consumers. 

Empirical analyses of selected indicators of the Media for Democracy Monitor 
project in 2011 (MDM) reveals that social values are not very well incorporated 
in leading news media in ten countries. It turns out, however, that public ser-
vice media still generally pay more attention to social values, and prioritise 
these to a higher degree. That is undoubtedly due in large part to their public 
service remits, which obligate them to focus less on profit (if at all, actually 
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most are not-for profit) and more on the public and social benefits they must 
provide in return for public funding and other support. But it seems fair to 
suggest that respecting social values strengthens the public legitimacy of any 
media firm, private or public. The severe crisis affecting newspapers (declining 
readership), magazines, online-media and television (less willingness to pay), 
explains widespread calls for re-orientation of media firms. As new forms and 
platforms of public discourse emerge with development in digital technologies 
that in parallel and in competition with traditional mass media, the incumbents 
can be urged to redefine and develop business models according to a “social 
value chain” analysis. 

References
Albarran, A.B. (2010) The Media Economy. NY: Routledge.
Almiron, N. (2010) Journalism in Crisis. Corporate Media and Financialization. Cresskill: Hamp-

ton Press.
Baker, C.E. (2006) Journalist performance, media policy, and democracy. In Marcinkowski, F., 

Meier, W.A. & Trappel, J. (eds.) Media and Democracy: Experiences from Europe. Bern: 
Haupt, pp. 115-126.

Balcytiené, A. (2011) Lithuania: Mixed professional values in a small and highly blurred media 
environment. In Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. & Nord, L.W. (eds.) The Media for Democracy 
Monitor: A Cross National Study of Leading News Media. Göteborg: Nordicom, pp. 175-201.

BBC (2004) Building Public Value: Renewing the BBC for a Digital World. London: BBC.
Carpentier, N. (2011) The concept of participation: If they have access and interact, do they really 

participate? CM Communication Management Quarterly, 21, pp. 13-36.
Castells, M. (2009) Communication Power. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Collins, R. (2007) Public Value and the BBC. A report prepared for The Work Foundation’s public 

value consortium. London: The Work Foundation.
Curran, J. (2007) Reinterpreting the democratic role of the media. Brazilian Journalism Research, 

3(1), pp. 31-54.
d’Haenens, L. & Kik, Q. (2011) The Netherlands: Although there is no need for dramatization, vigi-

lance is required’. In Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. & Nord, L.W. (eds.) The Media for Democracy 
Monitor: A Cross National Study of Leading News Media. Göteborg: Nordicom, pp. 203-234.

Dahlberg, L. & Siapera, E. (2007) Introduction: Tracing radical democracy and the Internet. In 
Dahlberg, L. & Siapera, E. (eds.) Radical Democracy and the Internet: Interrogating Theory 
and Practice. NY: Palgrave MacMillan, pp. 1-16.

Donders, K. & Moe, H. (eds.) (2011) Exporting the Public Value Test: The Regulation of Public 
Broadcasters’ New Media Services Across Europe. Göteborg: Nordicom. 

Donders, K. & C. Pauwels (2010) The introduction of an ex ante evaluation for new media services: 
Is ‘Europe’ asking for it, or does public service broadcasting need it? International Journal 
of Media and Cultural Politics, 6(2), pp. 133-148.

Downey, J. (2007) Participation and/or deliberation? The Internet as a tool for achieving radical 
democratic aims. In Dahlberg, L. & Siapera, E. (eds.) Radical Democracy and the Internet: 
Interrogating Theory and Practice. NY: Palgrave MacMillan, pp. 108-127. 

Downing, J.D. (2011) Media ownership, concentration, and control: The evolution of debate. In 
Wasko, J., Murdock, G. & Sousa, H. (eds.) The Handbook of Political Economy of Communi-
cations. Chichester, UK: Blackwell, pp. 140-168.

Ellis, J. (1999) Seeing Things: Television in the Age of Uncertainty. London: I.B. Tauris. 
Fidalgo, J. (2011) Portugal: A young democracy still in progress. In Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. & 

Nord, L.W. (eds) The Media for Democracy Monitor: A Cross National Study of Leading News 
Media. Göteborg: Nordicom, pp. 235-264.



143

WHAT MEDIA VALUE?

Flew, T. (2013) Global Creative Industries. Cambridge, Malden: Polity.
Glasser, T.L. (2009) The principles and practice of democracy. In Christians, C.G., Glasser, T.L., 

McQuail, D., Nordenstreng, K. & White, R.A. (eds.) Normative Theories of the Media: Journal-
ism in Democratic Societies. Urbana-Champagne ILL: University of Illinois Press, pp. 91-113.

Grünangerl, M. & Trappel, J. (2011) Austria: Informal rules and strong traditions’. In Trappel, J., 
Niemienen, H. & Nord, L.W. (eds) The Media for Democracy Monitor: A Cross National Study 
of Leading News Media. Göteborg: Nordicom, pp. 79-112.

Hartley, J. (2012) Digital Futures for Cultural and Media Studies. Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell.
Humphreys, P. (2011) UK news media and democracy: Professional autonomy and its limits’. In 

Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. & Nord, L.W. (eds.) The Media for Democracy Monitor: A Cross 
National Study of Leading News Media. Göteborg: Nordicom, pp. 319-345.

Imhof, K. (2011) Die Krise der Öffentlichkeit. Kommunikation und Medien als Faktoren des sozialen 
Wandels. Frankfurt, New York: Campus.

Josephi, B. (2011) Australia: Committed to investigative journalism. In Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. 
& Nord, L.W. (eds) The Media for Democracy Monitor: A Cross National Study of Leading 
News Media. Göteborg: Nordicom, pp.51-77.

Karppinen, K., Nieminen, H. & Markkanen, A-L. (2011) Finland: High professional ethos in a 
small, concentrated media market’. In Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. & Nord, L.W. (eds.) The 
Media for Democracy Monitor: A Cross National Study of Leading News Media. Göteborg: 
Nordicom, pp. 113-142.

Küng, L. (2008) Strategic Management in the Media: From Theory to Practice. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: SAGE Publications. 

Marcinkowski, F. & Donk, A. (2011) Germany: The news media are still able to play a supportive 
role for democracy. In Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. & Nord, L.W. (eds.) The Media for Democracy 
Monitor: A Cross National Study of Leading News Media. Göteborg: Nordicom, pp. 143-174.

McChesney, R.W. (2008) Rich media, poor democracy: Communication politics in dubious times. In 
McChesney, R.W. (ed.) The Political Economy of Media: Enduring Issues, Emerging Dilemmas. 
NY: Monthly Review Press, pp. 425-443.

McQuail, D. (1992) Media Performance: Mass Communication and the Public Interest. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

McQuail, D. (1999) On Evaluating media performance in the public interest: Past and future of a 
research tradition. In Nordenstreng, K. & Griffin, M. (eds.) International Media Monitoring. 
Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, pp. 25-38.

Meier, W.A., Gmür, A. & Leonarz, M. (2011) Switzerland: Swiss quality media: A reduced protec-
tion forest for democracy. In Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. & Nord, L.W. (eds.) The Media for 
Democracy Monitor: A Cross National Study of Leading News Media. Göteborg: Nordicom, 
pp. 289-317.

Moore, M.H. (1995) Creating Public Value. Strategic Management in Government. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

Nordenstreng, K. (1999) Toward global content analysis and media criticism. In Nordenstreng, K. 
& Griffin, M. (eds.) International Media Monitoring. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, pp. 3-13.

Oakley, K., Naylor, R. & Lee, D. (2011) The public gets what the public wants? The uses and abuses 
of ‘public value’ in contemporary British cultural Policy. International Journal of Cultural 
Policy, 17(3), pp. 289-300. 

Picard, R.G. (2011) The Economics and Financing of Media Companies, 2nd ed. NY: Fordham 
Univesity Press. 

Picard, R.G. (2010) Value Creation and the Future of News Organizations: Why and How Journal-
ism Must Change to Remain Relevant in the Twenty-First Century. Barcelona: Formalpress.

Picard, R.G. (1989) Media Economics: Concepts and Issues. London: SAGE.
Porter, M.E. (1998 [1985]) Competitive Advantage: Creating and Sustaining Superior Performance. 

NY: Free Press.
Schudson, M. (2010) News in crisis in the United States: Panic – and beyond. In Nielsen, R.K. & 

Levy, D.A.L. (eds.) The Changing Business of Journalism and its Implications for Democracy. 
Oxford: Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, , pp. 95-106.



144

JOSEF TRAPPEL

Sparks, C. (2007) What’s wrong with globalization? Global Media & Communication 3(2), pp. 
133-155.

Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. & Nord, L.W. (eds.) (2011) The Media for Democracy Monitor: A Cross 
National Study of Leading News Media. Göteborg: Nordicom. 

Throsby, D. (2001) Economics and Culture. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Voltmer, K. (2006) The mass media and the dynamics of political communication in processes 

of democratization. In Voltmer, K. (ed.) Mass Media and Political Communication in New 
Democracies. London: Routledge, pp. 1-20.

von Krogh, T. & Nord, L.W. (2011) Sweden: A mixed media model under market pressures. In 
Trappel, J., Niemienen, H. & Nord, L.W. (eds.) The Media for Democracy Monitor: A Cross 
National Study of Leading News Media. Göteborg: Nordicom, pp. 265-288.

Winseck, D. & Jin, D.Y. (eds.) (2011) The Political Economies of Media. The Transformation of the 
Global Media Industries. New York: Bloomsbury Academic.

Zerdick, A., Picot, A., Schrape, K. (2000) E-Economics: Strategies for the Digital Marketplace. Berlin: 
Springer Scientific.



145

The ‘Digital Argument’  
in Public Service Media Debates

An Analysis of Conflicting Values in Flemish  
Management Contract Negotiations for VRT

Karen Donders & Hilde van den Bulck

For many years now, policy makers, industry stakeholders and scholars alike 
have proposed that media policy in general, and public service media (PSM) 
policies in particular, must be revised due to the technological changes in 
production, carriage, and consumption associated with digitisation. This quasi-
automatic causality between technological change on the one hand and the 
perceived necessity of policy change on the other hand is referred to as the 
digital argument in this chapter. The digital argument is evident in discussions 
on PSM policies more or less everywhere today. It is closely related to the de-
bate on public value, the focus of this book, as the digital argument questions 
PSM’s ‘added value’ to existing broadcast arrangements, as will become clear. 

Debate on the public value and future role of public broadcaster VRT in 
Flanders, the Dutch-speaking region in Belgium, provides a useful contemporary 
case for analysis. As Flanders is a small region and media market (6.5 million 
inhabitants), it cannot be considered representative of wider transformations in 
Europe – much less beyond. It is nonetheless fruitful, we think, because studying 
a specific policy debate and looking carefully at the outcomes (here the newly 
updated regulation of VRT), provides insight into how the digital argument is 
both used, and abused, in a policy field that is not entirely unique. Lessons can 
be drawn that will have value for understanding developments in other Euro-
pean countries, like the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and Ireland, where 
PSM policies are being similarly revised in alignment with the digital argument. 

From the end of 2010 to mid 2011, the Flemish government and public 
broadcaster VRT negotiated on the latter’s funding and contractual obligations 
for the period 2012-2016. The results of these negotiations are legal provisions 
specified in a ‘management contract’ (Beheersovereenkomst) – an instrument 
governments in several European countries adopted mainly in the 1990s to deal 
with public broadcasters in a more management-oriented style, but intended 
also to allow sufficient operational freedom for institutional decision-making 
about development objectives (Bardoel & D’Haenens 2004 & 2008).

Chapter 8



146

KAREN DONDERS & HILDE VAN DEN BULCK

The VRT discussions were characterised by considerable complexity. Three 
political parties were involved, two of which are on the political right and one 
on the left, comprising a Flemish coalition government with a Socialist minister 
in charge of media. The inclusion of an increasing number of stakeholders in a 
previously bilateral process of management contract negotiations added to the 
complexity. This trend in multi-stakeholderism for negotiations (see Donders and 
Raats 2012; Padovani and Pavan 2011) responds to demands from the European 
Commission (Donders 2012) and is a legal requirement of the Flemish media 
decree, which envisions formalised, multi-stakeholder procedures to assess the 
public value and market impact of PSB. Intrinsically, this gives an additional 
forum to private media companies to contest public service delivery in whole 
and in part. It also allows citizens, and groups representing them, to express 
opinions and declare preferences about public service media, although the latter 
are not as well represented or as professionalised as the private media lobbies. 

This chapter assesses which stakeholder coalitions were formed in order to 
affect the process of negotiations and the results, whether in favour of PSM or 
not. Our research method is Advocacy Coalition Framework Analysis, drawing 
on document analysis, an audience survey (carried out in the beginning of 2010) 
and interviews with media companies, the cultural sector, civil society, etc (also 
conducted in the beginning of 2010). We explore the concept of policy advo-
cacy coalitions, proposed by Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1993 & 1999), which 
centres on relationships between actors who share similar values and beliefs. 
Such actors can form loose or tight coalitions that cut across governmental and 
non-governmental boundaries, but are united in their beliefs and views regarding 
the best solution to a particular policy issue. Different coalitions, typically two 
to four, exert influence on policy deliberations and seek the power to control 
key instruments in policy-making and implementation (Van den Bulck 2012). 

While our empirical focus is on a specific case, the evolution of public ser-
vice media policies in Flanders, this study has wider relevance in terms of the 
methods employed, the processes and dynamics we investigate, and ‘lessons-
learned’. As multi-stakeholderism becomes a feature of media governance in 
most European countries (Puppis 2008), it is crucial to develop methodological 
approaches to properly analyse the phenomenon; to conceptualise the ‘multi’ 
in multi-stakeholderism; to understand how this works in practice; to identify 
which stakeholders join forces and form the most powerful coalitions; and to 
clarify how all of this is related to policy-making and implementation. Does 
policy become more evidence-based as, for example, the European Commis-
sion would like to see (Donders & Pauwels 2010), or is the ‘value’ stakeholders 
and coalitions assign to public service media highly subjective and, perhaps, 
a rather weak basis for further policy development? 

Moreover, the Advocacy Coalition Framework Analysis allows us to broaden 
the scope of public service media policy analysis. We avoid an over-focus on 
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broadcasters and governments and, by including a broader field of stakeholder 
perspectives and acknowledging power asymmetries, we avoid research bias and 
gain a more comprehensive and balanced understanding of the issue at hand. 

We begin with discussion about the digital argument, focusing on the poten-
tial overlap between today’s technological optimism and the historic problem 
with technological determinism. Then we provide an overview of Flemish media 
policy and VRT, highlighting the negotiation process between stakeholders 
leading to a new management contract. We next analyse the stakeholder groups 
with regard to composition and comparative positions, before briefly compar-
ing the case with the broader range of similar processes underway elsewhere 
in Europe. We conclude with discussion of the implications related to the two 
broad coalitions identified in this project, economics first versus society first. 

Technological determinism and optimism: Two worlds apart?
As typology, one can distinguish two main perspectives on public service 
media. The first is a contested understanding of the market failure approach, 
which in this case seeks to limit PSM to areas of digital service provision that 
are not provided by commercial media companies. We say it is contested 
because the market failure notion is historically, and still importantly, a vital 
element of the justification framework for PSB (see chapter 8 by Berg, Lowe & 
Lund). The second has been generally characterised as a social responsibility 
approach, which argues that media functions are too important for the health 
and vitality of democratic societies (at least) to be left solely to market forces 
to determine what is and is not provided, and for whom (Donders 2012; Van 
den Bulck 2008; Jakubowicz 2007; Bardoel & Lowe 2007). These are theoretical 
and normative perspectives, both evident in policy debates about PSM. The 
approaches are conflicted in key respects and explain a characteristic division 
(even cleavage) between those advocating for, and against, a bigger role for 
public broadcasters in the digital environment. Protagonists often invoke argu-
ments about technological evolution to make their case, as we will explain. 

Broadcasting policy in Europe since the 1970s has strongly favoured the 
abolition of monopoly strucures in media, largely opposing the formerly strict 
governmental control over and ownership of broadcasting. The presumed end 
of spectrum scarcity (or more correctly the possibility to make more efficient 
use of increasingly contested spectrum space), the advent of cable and satellite 
platforms, and then the internet with broadband connections, and widespread 
demands for a roll-back of the State from every kind of market have all played 
a role in deregulatory trends (McQuail et al 1992: 10-11; Dyson and Humphreys 
1988). The market failure thesis (see chapter 8) has become the standard for 
defining acceptable areas and degrees of government intervention, and has 
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been used with varying degrees of success in efforts to roll back PSM to PSB 
(i.e. to restrict development beyond traditional radio and TV services). 

The drive to reduce public media funding is premised on the idea that digital 
media markets can perform far closer to optimum efficiency due to “technologi-
cal development” (e.g. Peacock 1986: 126) and the presumed superiority of 
commercially financed private sector operations. In this schema media content 
with ‘positive externalities’ (for example historical documentaries, informa-
tion programmes, indigenous children’s programming) could and would be 
provided by the market, undermining the ‘public’ value of PSM and providing 
a diminished basis for government intervention through public broadcasting. 

While one can legitimately argue that “the public interest does not disappear 
because we have broadband cable” (Tracey 1995: 126), and while research has 
revealed that certain types of socially valuable content remains under-provided 
(see, for example, Steemers and D’Arma 2012), the market failure argument 
has gained fresh momentum in debates over PSM development of internet 
and mobile media. Many scholars, notably those with a background in media 
economics, have argued that technological evolution will eliminate historic 
market failures in the provision of media services of every kind. This belief 
legitimates the rhetorical conclusion that in the digital era PSB should not be 
encouraged, or even permitted, to evolve into PSM; the institution should be 
confined to the provision of niche services with demonstrable public value 
(see Armstrong & Weeds 2007; Appelman et al 2005). 

Protagonists of the social responsibility approach counter that the market 
failure approach looks at PSM from the ‘wrong end of the telescope’, equating 
societal value with the sum of individual consumer value (Barnett 2002). UK 
sociologist Nicholas Garnham (1990: 120) was a ferocious early critic, arguing 
that the value of PSB is not as a complement or supplement to market provi-
sion but in actually being superior to the market “as a means of providing all 
citizens, whatever wealth or geographical location, equal access to a wide range 
of high-quality entertainment, information and education, and as a means of 
ensuring that the aim of the programme producer is the satisfaction of range 
of audience tastes rather than only those tastes that show the largest profit.” 

This proposition is still seen as a relevant starting point in crafting media 
policies for 21st century conditions. Despite a quantitative increase in com-
mercial media services, and the growth of citizen-generated media content, 
genuine plurality and diversity of voices is not the automatic consequence of 
an exponential increase of channels or, even necessarily, a related expansion 
of content choice (Dwyer and Martin 2010). In this respect PSM’s deployment 
of online services can be seen as an essential part of strengthening public 
broadcasting’s reach and capacity to nurture and represent inclusive public 
dialogue (see especially Moe 2008, and also Bardoel & Lowe 2007 and a report 
for the Council of Europe by Lowe 2007).
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Proponents of the social responsibility approach criticise the market fail-
ure approach for technological-determinism. And yet one can also observe a 
variant of the same essential problem in what we characterise as ‘technology 
optimism’ i.e. the belief that PSM can redress historic problems in service 
provision by relying on new media. Technology is represented here not as a 
limitation but as an opportunity for public broadcasters to demonstrate public 
value by becoming more relevant to their audiences. For instance, Humphreys 
(2008: 6) argues that “it is vital that the public broadcasters engage fully with 
the new digital media and develop new niche channels, on-demand services 
and Internet services”. Public broadcasters need to connect with citizens as 
active participants (Martin 2002, Bardoel and Lowe 2007: 17) and open the 
doors to genuine interaction and co-production (Lowe 2010; Murdock 2004). 

An explication of the Flemish media market and PSM policies illustrates how 
these contrasting policy approaches have shaped the focus of VRT’s operations.

Flemish media policy, PSB and PSM:  
Values and pragmatism

In general we can say that the existing Flemish media policy is characterised by 
widespread consensus on a certain social value of the public broadcaster VRT 
and is a pragmatic solution to contrasting, to some degree also contradictory, 
political efforts to please both commercial media and the public broadcaster. 
It is useful to begin with an overview of PSB in the Flemish part of Belgium, 
one of three language communities. Flanders is the biggest community with 
approximately 6.5 million inhabitants; the French speaking community (Wal-
lonia) counts approximately 4.5 million inhabitants. The German speaking 
community is the smallest with about 200.000 inhabitants. 

Public service radio began at the national level in 1930 and television was 
incorporated in 1953. Gradually, political competencies over the Flemish and 
Walloon public broadcast institutions were regionalised. Today, public service 
broadcasting is completely the responsibility of respective Flemish and Wal-
loon regional governments (Van den Bulck 2001). This development reflects 
market reality as Flemish consumers do not watch Walloon television, do not 
read Walloon newspapers, and do not visit Walloon websites – and vice versa.

The opening up of the Flemish television market to domestic competition 
began with the adoption of the ‘cable bill’ in 1987 and hit public broadcaster 
VRT hard. Flanders’ first commercial television station, VTM (owned by news-
paper publishers and holding a monopoly on advertising) was an immediate 
success. This exposed the weakness of a centralistic, hierarchically organised 
and strongly politicised PSB institution, which could not stem the dramatic 
decline in audience ratings (Saeys 2007). 
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Only in the mid-1990s did a far-reaching restructuring of the public broad-
caster, and the legal framework within which it had to work, allow VRT to regain 
the initiative. A flexible management structure was put in place, independence 
from government was enhanced, and management contracts – to be renewed 
every five years – were introduced. Accountability and performance measure-
ment became keywords in Flemish public broadcasting policy. 

The transformation was successful as VRT once again became a trendset-
ter. VRT modernised (some say commercialised) its programme offerings on 
the two television channels and five radio channels. Audience reach went up, 
provoking frustration among commercial competitors. Frustrated with the VRT’s 
renewed success and struggling for commercial revenues in what was after all 
a small and quite competitive media market, encouraged commercial players’ 
to intensify their lobbying efforts at both Flemish and European levels, where a 
complaint was filed with the European Commission in 2004 against the funding 
arrangements of the public broadcaster (Donders 2012). 

The commercial complaint is familiar to students of PSB: that VRT disturbed 
market competition, broadcasting mainly popular, entertainment programmes. 
VRT was thus believed to be neglecting the provision of content characterised 
by added value for the public. It was also considered unfair that VRT received 
commerial revenue from advertising in addition to public subsidy. In response, 
the public broadcaster was compelled to limit commercial revenues and to 
refrain from television advertising all together (Van den Bulck 2008). 

Today, VRT has fairly stable market shares in radio (circa 60%) and televi-
sion (35-40%), with additional online activities. Its main TV competitors are 
VMMa (the mother company of VTM and a portfolio of channels) and SBS 
Belgium (recently acquired by a consortium of Flemish newspaper publisher 
Corelio, Flemish production company Woestijnvis and Finland’s Sanoma Group). 
Although competition is fierce, VRT and the two main commercial players co-
operate on several innovative projects, e.g. in trying to fight the powerful posi-
tion of distribution company Telenet (a daughter of Liberty Global, delivering 
television services to over 80 per cent of Flemish population).

Generally speaking, VRT has a fairly solid position in Flanders – as PSB op-
erators tend to enjoy in much of western Europe. Despite fierce criticism and 
considerable challenges (e.g., with the arrival of commercial television), support 
has been relatively stable. The composition of commercial challengers, both in 
identity and argumentation, is more or less the same as elsewhere in Europe 
and might reflect a general strategy employed by commercial opponents to 
PSM (see Nord 2012). But there is a general belief in the added public value of 
public broadcasting to and for society, especially in a small media market such 
as Flanders where the market on its own cannot be expected to cater for a lot of 
diversity (for a broader treatment see Lowe & Nissen 2011). With regard to new 
media services, however, the potential added value to the public is disputed. 
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A snapshot of Flemish media policies for public service media 
The basis of Flemish PSM policy is the management contract, which transposes 
the fairly generic principles of the Flemish media decree into specific, con-
tractual obligations for VRT. The management contract 2007-2011 focused on 
the organisation’s cultural remit and performance regarding quality, moving 
towards a more explicit focus on the particular public value of PSM and away 
from an emphasis in earlier contracts on growing audience reach (to counter 
VRT’s dramatic decline in popularity after the introduction of commercial televi-
sion). That newer contract also specified a number of ceilings on commercial 
revenue and continued the prohibition of television advertising. Moreover, 
online services were not entirely embraced in the remit. Although there were 
few explicit restrictions (Vlaamse Regering & VRT 2006) and technological in-
novation was emphasised, VRT was essentially still positioned as a radio and 
television broadcaster. In the management contract commercial broadcasters 
and publishers stressed the absence of prohibitions on new services, but we 
observe that the contract included a corresponding absence of new media ob-
ligations. This ‘silence’ on new media services demonstrates that the Flemish 
government was undecided about the actual policy changes that digitisation 
required. Whereas some favoured the commercial media companies’ stance, 
others obviously did not. In that sense, the silence speaks volumes.

The management contract is renewed every five years and the procedure has 
been affected by European State aid formulas, in which Flanders was involved 
as a litigant (Donders 2012). Article 20 of the media decree specifies that each 
management contract renewal must be preceded by a public consultation. The 
Sectoral Council for Media (Sectorraad Media) is in charge of this consultation. 
The Council’s composition reflects the Flemish media sector, with representatives 
from VRT, commercial broadcasters, newspaper publishers, media distributors, 
radio broadcasters, etc. Consumer organisations and academia are also repre-
sented. In its consultation the Council is required to look at:

	 •	 Evolutions / trends in the media market and technology; 

	 •	 International trends; 

	 •	 Economic changes in the media market;

	 •	 Available offers in the market; 

	 •	 The expectations and needs of media users; and

	 •	 The protection and promotion of Flemish culture and identity. 

The consultation was outsourced to some extent as the Sectoral Council 
commissioned an audience survey (Dhoest et al 2010) and a stakeholder 
consultation (Donders et al 2010) on the future role of VRT in Flanders, ex-
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ecuted by two university research groups. In both studies respondents were 
consulted on the values PSB/M should represent, what it actually stands for, 
and possible issues related to market distortion. Subsequently, and based on 
this input, the Council had to produce an advisory document that was pub-
lished on its website and taken into account by the Flemish Government in 
negotiations with VRT. 

Before we elaborate on the opinion of the audience and other stakehold-
ers’ positions, two additional notes will be useful. First, it remains difficult to 
see how the advice of the Council is related to the studies that it commissions. 
There are no spelled-out procedures that clarify how, exactly, scientific expertise 
must be taken into account by the members of the Council. Theoretically, their 
advice can deviate entirely from the ‘evidence’ provided by academia. Second, 
it is even less clear what significance the advice has in the negotiations that 
produce the management contract between VRT and the Flemish Government. 
Again, the media decree is not very detailed in this respect. 

Overall, Flemish media law stipulates fairly transparent and rational proce-
dures for the preparation of a new management contract, which should ensure 
that tasks for VRT are clearly linked to well-defined public service objectives. 
However, as the next section shows, negotiation on its public value and the 
choice of tangible and measurable indicators to demonstrate this, is a ‘messy’ 
political process in which some stakeholders are more equal than others. 

Analysing stakeholder coalitions: Identifying conflicting values
Negotiations on the current management contract commenced in late 2010 and 
the agreement was signed on 20 July 2011, entering into force on January, 1, 
2012. Negotiations intensified towards the end of the process and, where many 
stakeholders were involved at the beginning, the field narrowed towards the end. 
Divergent opinions on the future role of VRT were apparent during negotiations, 
revolving around three familiar aspects: 1) the desirable effects of technological 
evolution on VRT’s scope of activities, 2) the scope of VRT’s commercial activities, 
and 3) symbolic issues related to diversity and representation. On most issues, 
the three government parties (i.e. socialists, Christian-democrats, and Flemish 
nationalists) were divided. Diversity and representation was an action point of 
the left wing party in government. An action point of the Flemish nationalists 
was keyed to identity and Flemish music on VRT radio. Christian-democrats put 
much emphasis on the scope of VRT’s commercial activities. For the purpose of 
this chapter, we focus on the role of the ‘digital argument’ in the policy process 
leading up to the renewal of the management contract. 

Our analysis of stakeholder positions and coalitions is based on advocacy 
coalition framework analysis (cf. supra). In this light, we consider the manage-
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ment contract a policy decision that results from a process characterised by the 
formulation of different views and interests, expressed by various stakeholders 
adhering to particular (possibly shared) logics expressed in different forums 
(Hutchinson 1999; Blakie & Soussan 2001). Here the essential stakeholders are 
defined as: citizens, political parties, regulatory institutions, media organisations, 
civil society, unions, and the advertising industry. Within this constellation a 
distinction is made between the core ‘informants’, meaning those stakeholders 
having the most direct influence on policy making – and peripheral ‘inform-
ants’ where the impact is lower or indirect. For each stakeholder we identified 
their overall views on PSM , their interpretation of the ‘digital argument’, the 
coalition of which they are part, and their impact on policy decisions. 

We identified two advocacy coalitions, pictured in Figure 1 below. Each 
coalition shares a similar view on the desired course of media policy and works 
in concert towards the achievement of their respective view. The intensity with 
which they do this determines, in part, the success of their coalition. Specific 
circumstances and, very importantly, the actual (often, economic) ‘weight’ of 
the coalition are other key explanatory factors. 

Figure 1.	 Advocacy coalitions in the Flemish management contract negotiations

Note: Reconstruction based on Donders et al. 2010; document analysis; newspaper coverage of the management 
contract negotiations between October 2010 and July 2011; participatory observation with one of the authors be-
ing a member of the Sectoral Council for Media and one of them acting as a consultant for the Flemish Cabinet of 
Media during the negotiations. 
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Stakeholder
View on the management 
contract

View on the democratic role 
in society 

View on PSB evolving 
into PSM 

VRT

Media Minister

General public

POF (private television 
alliance)

Newspaper groups

VMMa

Socialist party (of 
which minister of 
media is part)

Christian Democrats 
(government party)

Fl Nationalists (govern-
ment party)

Parliament

Consumer rights group

Media Council

Cultural sector

Educational sector

Trade unions 

PSM

PSM, no new media 
means terminal care 
for PSB

PS(M) 

PSB(M), less critical of 
new media activities 
then newspapers 

PSB, against online 
presence

PSB(M), less critical of 
new media activities 
then newspapers

PSM, no new media 
means terminal care 
for PSB

PS(M), new media, 
but also receptive 
for vision newspaper 
groups

PS(M), new media, but 
not a priority 

PSB/M, divided with 
right wing parties 
being more critical 
of PSM and left wing 
parties in favor 

PSM, but focus on 
radio and television

PSM, though focus on 
constraints of digital 
activities

PSM

PSM

PSM 

Social responsibility

Social responsibility 

Social responsibility, general 
satisfaction with VRT

Market failure, though with 
acceptance of broad radio 
and television activities, asking 
for more regulation and less 
commercial revenues 

Market failure, no need for VRT 
doing online news

Market failure, though with 
acceptance of broad radio 
and television activities, asking 
for more regulation and less 
commercial revenues

Social responsibility, focus on 
diversity 

Between social responsibility 
and market failure, focus on 
efficiency, transparency

Between social responsibility 
and market failure, focus on 
Flemish language, culture and 
identity 

Between social responsibility 
and market failure 

Social responsibility, focus on 
citizens, not politicians 

Between social responsibility 
and market failure (caused by 
the heterogeneous composi-
tion of the Council)

Social responsibility, focus 
on culture, education, and 
participation 

Social responsibility, focus on 
education (but not ‘school 
television’)

Social responsibility 

Status quo

Status quo 

Status quo 

Change, more rules on com-
mercial communication 

Change, more rules on com-
mercial communication and 
new media

Change, more rules on com-
mercial communication 

 Status quo 

Moderate change, focus on 
transparency and accoun-
tability 

Moderate change, focus on 
output requirements regar-
ding Flemish content 

From status quo, over mode-
rate change, to change 

Status quo 

Moderate change, clarifica-
tion of online remit 

Status quo 

Status quo 

Status quo

Table 1.	 Views of stakeholders on PSM and new management contract
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Markets first: Coalition 1 
One of the two identified advocacy coalitions is composed of stakeholders that 
adhere to the market failure and technology determinist perspective on PSM. 
Unsurprisingly this coalition is comprised of private broadcasters and newspaper 
publishers and – although not entirely, or on all issues – right wing political 
parties.1 Private broadcasters and newspaper publishers do not oppose the 
existence of public broadcasting in principle, or VRT as such, but question its 
scope of activities, its allegedly commercialised behaviour, and a reputed lack 
of control and transparency mechanisms. In sum, their essential position on the 
2007-2011 contract was that, “the current management contract foresees an overly 
wide definition of the remit … it is not clear what the priorities are” (translated 
from Dutch; commercial television company VMMa in Donders et al 2010: 34). 

Generalising to some extent, this markets first coalition, as we describe it, 
wanted a management contract that contains very specific provisions on what 
VRT can and cannot do, i.e. a clear definition and restriction of activities to 
what comprises the added public value of VRT. Specifically with regard to new 
media activities, such as mobile services and online (sports) news, they asked 
for a smaller role for VRT. New media services for public broadcasters are 
considered “accessory activities” (ibid: 34). This would warrant a more hesitant, 
cautious approach for VRT’s role and presence in new media markets. Collect-
ing commercial communication revenues (like bannering, pre-rolls, etc.) for 
online services is completely rejected (ibid: 89) and the corporate stakeholders 
in this advocacy coalition pleaded for an extensive ex ante test regime for any 
and every new service that would be “significant”. 

All corporate stakeholders in this coalition oppose the launch of a third, 
analogue (but also available as digital) television channel by VRT. At the time 
of negotiations, VRT had one generalist channel (één) and another, more tar-
geted channel that was partly profiled as an information service for adults and 
partly as a children’s channel (Canvas for information and Ketnet for children). 
The idea was to split these into separate channels, but maintaining the profile 
for each respecrtively in their own channels. As would be expected, private 
television company, VMMa, opposed that plan, arguing that an additional 
public service channel in an era of abundance was unnecessary, that they had 
invested considerable capital in children’s programming, and that VRT already 
occupied a dominant position in the market for children’s television. 

They lost this fight, however, as the new management contract allows VRT 
to start the third channel. In part this victory for VRT was due to the Minister of 
Media’s, Ms. Ingrid Lieten, desire to increase attention on youngster’s needs in 
public service television, incorporating targeted television services (after 8pm 
on the children’s channel) into a coherent multimedia strategy. However, the 
third channel for VRT was also very much a ‘political’ issue. Once the Minister 
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said she was not against a third public television channel, it would have meant 
political defeat for her not to grant the channel because of political opposition 
from the other government parties. Again, this illustrates that the third channel 
not only became a reality because of perceived public value of the additional 
offer, but was also the result of real political bargaining. 

The views of private broadcasters and newspaper publishers were to a large 
extent shared by the Christian-Democrat and Flemish nationalist political parties 
in government. However, at the end of negotiations these parties gave in, as is 
clear from the eventual contract that was agreed. The most plausible reason for 
this loosening of ties between stakeholders in the ‘markets first’ coalition is horse 
trading between the different political parties. Indeed, the VRT management 
contract was but one of the many issues the Flemish government had to deal 
with at the same time, and deals between the coalition’s partners were made 
across policy issues. Newspapers reported on the Minister of Media paying a 
high price (with regards to other government issues) for a management contract 
that firmly recognises VRT as a public service media provider, that grants it a 
third television channel, and increases ceilings on commercial communication 
(Donders & Raats 2012).

As we will demonstrate next, to an important extent this ‘markets first’ coali-
tion gave in to the society first coalition. The market-oriented discourse of the 
former coalition lost out to a public value argumentation of the latter, setting 
out as it did from the democratic value of PSM. This view was adhered to by 
those representing citizen interests (unions, educational field, public institutions 
in the cultural field, etc). 

Society first: Coalition 2
Stakeholders favouring an elaborate public service media project (the public 
broadcaster, the socialist party, unions, cultural organisations, the educational 
field, etc.) were supported by the Flemish audience, a representative part of 
which was consulted in a study by Dhoest and colleagues (Doest et al. 2010). 
That study showed that over 90 per cent of Flemish citizens support a ‘holistic’ 
public service media project, and assign this responsibility firmly to VRT. 

Flemings appeared more fond of radio and television services and less en-
thusiastic about new media activities, however. Only 40 per cent of respondents 
were of the opinion that VRT should encourage people to use new technologies, 
with as many being undecided and few being opposed. But this moderate per-
centage went up significantly when more specific questions on new technologies 
and new services were formulated. For example, 74 per cent considered online 
news a key task of VRT. The desire of Flemings to participate or interact was 
modest, however, with (only) 25 per cent expressing an eagerness to personally 
contribute to online services (Dhoest et al 2010: 72ff). Unfortunately there is no 



157

THE ‘DIGITAL ARGUMENT’ IN PUBLIC SERVICE MEDIA DEBATES

existing data of which we are aware with which we could compare the results. 
Overall, however, it is clear that Flemish support for new media activities was 
quite high when one takes into account that the survey was representative 
(in terms of sex, age group and socio-economic circumstances). Interestingly, 
while 74 per cent of respondents said public services should be distinctive in 
comparison with commercial offers, few accepted a market failure approach. A 
broad remit that also proivisions entertainment services alongside information 
and culture, was strongly and quite generally supported. Only 24 per cent of 
respondents thought a broad remit might cause market distortion; with 45 per 
cent manifestly disagreeing with that view (Dhoest et al 2010: 81). 

Many stakeholders, including the public broadcaster, the socialist party, 
unions, cultural organisations, and the academic field used the results of the 
audience survey to support their arguments for VRT as a public service media 
provider. Largely, they made four points about the public value of VRT. 

First, they argued that public service media were related to the wellbeing 
of democratic societies2:

The citizen has to have access to objective information, which cannot always 

be guaranteed by private broadcasters whose operating revenues are com-

mercial (Testaankoop, in Donders et al 2010: 32). 

A healthy and independent public broadcaster is crucial for the democratic 

functioning of society [because] it informs the citizen, provides for a variety 

of perspectives and opinions and creates a stage for engaging in a democratic 

debate (Socialist Union, ibid).

Second, VRT should have a comprehensive, multi-platform remit. Excluding 
VRT from particular platforms would mean as much as a ‘death warrant’ for the 
future of public service broadcasting in Flanders (Lieten 2010: 7). The ‘society 
first’ coalition favoured the evolution from public service broadcasting to public 
service media, considered to be a ‘natural’ evolution. To prohibit that evolu-
tion would amount to consigning PSB to ‘terminal care’. Adhering instead to a 
technology neutral approach, VRT should be encouraged to reach all citizens 
on all relevant platforms. Certainly for children and youngsters this would need 
to include innovative new media services. 

Third, the existence of VRT was seen as an assurance (and insurance) of 
quality, a key term in discussion on VRT’s public value. The public broadcaster 
was expected to set the bar for all of Flemish radio, television and, increasingly, 
online quality standards. The cultural heritage centre, FARO, maintained that 
“without the public broadcaster, informative and cultural offers would dimin-
ish” (translated from Dutch by the authors, Donders et al 2010: 32). Although 
VRT has developed a quality assessment method, it is fair to say that this is a 
fairly qualitative assertion and not empirically substantiated.
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Fourth, and actually more of an economic argument, most stakeholders in 
this coalition are convinced that a strong public broadcaster benefits all market 
players. Minister Lieten pushed this argument especially, saying that in new 
media markets public broadcasters are necessary to co-create consumer demand 
(Lieten 2010: 8). Again, no empirical evidence exists to substantiate this claim, 
at least in Belgium (see Lund & Lowe 2013 for more). One might reasonably 
assume that a player holding a 65 per cent market share in radio and a 40 per 
cent market share in television in a small media market such as Flanders has 
considerable market influence. 

Thus although this ‘society first’ coalition emphasised public value argu-
ments, it also interjected the economic value of public broadcaster VRT. This 
coalition explicitly rejected the market failure and market distortion discourse 
of the ‘markets first’ coalition, refusing downsizing scenarios for public service 
media and discursively supporting the notion that PSM has market strengthen-
ing effects (Lieten 2010: 7). 

Social responsibility triumphs in Flanders  
– but loses the battle elsewhere in Europe

The ‘society first’ coalition had a definite, discernible impact on the manage-
ment contract 2012-2016. This contract, first and foremost, confirms the status 
quo. VRT can continue its offer in radio, television and new media services. 
All radio brands are validated in the remit. This includes MNN, a multiplatform 
operation that includes an FM radio channel, digital radio, thematic digital radio, 
and other web-based services. MNN is popular with audiences and was heavily 
contested by the ‘economics first’ coalition. VRT’s television activities are des-
tined even with expansion with the government’s approval for launching a third, 
analogue channel. Different from the former 2007-2011 contract, VRT’s tasks 
in the online realm are specified in the contract, which now explicitly – albeit 
without much elaboration, which concerns private media companies – states 
that the delivery of online services is not merely accepted but is considered 
a public service obligation, operationalised through several quantitative and 
qualitative performance indicators. 

Core public values appear to be important throughout the contract, in which 
very specific obligations can be found regarding information, culture and co-
operation with the cultural sector, diversity and representation of minorities, and 
children and youngsters. The role of the public broadcaster in strengthening, 
rather than weakening, the market is reflected in several provisions. Co-oper-
ation with distribution companies, regional broadcasters, private broadcasters 
and newspaper publishers is encouraged. The quota obligation to invest 25 
per cent of the television production budget in independent productions is 
maintained. At the same time, going against the ‘economics first’ coalition, the 
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ceilings on commercial communication (including radio advertising, television 
sponsoring, product placement, and Internet sponsoring) are increased (Vlaamse 
Regering and VRT 2011; Donders & Van den Bulck 2012), which seems obvi-
ously intended to compensate for government funding that will not increase. 

This reading could create the impression of a ‘winner takes all’ scenario for 
the ‘society first’ coalition. That would be inaccurate. The ‘markets first’ coali-
tion saw some of its main concerns reflected in the new management contract. 
The remit is more clearly defined and operationalised, now with over 100 
performance indicators. In addition, the new management contract introduces 
a stricter regime for any new services that VRT might desire to launch through 
2016 and not covered by this management contract. Whereas the addendum 
to the previous management contract with regard to new media services was 
pragmatic, listing an exhaustive amount of services that were considered “not 
new” and leaving virtually no services that could be considered otherwise, the 
new management contract “finally” prescribes a full-fledged public value test. 
No full procedure has been developed yet, but categorising services as existing, 
new and grey zone categories (for the latter category a government assessment 
of a service’s ‘newness’ is required) changes the approach considerably and 
makes an actual public value test of a new media service conceivable. 

It is interesting to see how the ‘society first’ coalition was so successful in 
Flanders, whereas sister coalitions have largely lost the fight in other EU Member 
States, including the Netherlands and Germany. In the Netherlands, funding of 
public broadcasting organisations has been cut dramatically and their scope 
of activities is considerably smaller than the scope enjoyed by VRT today. 
In Germany, thousands of websites were de-published as a consequence of 
newspaper publishers’ lobbying, and over 40 ex ante tests for signifcant new 
services have been conducted so far (Donders 2012; Donders & Pauwels 2010). 

An explanation for this Flemish ‘exception’ can be argued on the basis of 
our advocacy coalition framework analysis, explained because ties between 
stakeholders in the ‘society first’ coalition were stronger and remained strong 
until the end of the negotiations on the management contract. Minister of Media 
Ingrid Lieten could, moreover, rely on a the strong support for VRT’s activities 
and intentions among the Flemish public, evidence in the audience survey. 

It is fair to say that the economic clout of the ‘economics first’ coalition 
is much bigger than that of the ‘society first’ coalition. Moreover and related, 
while stakeholders like cultural organisations, the educational field, and socio-
economic actors were surveyed in the stakeholder consultation of the Sectoral 
Council for Media and expressed high confidence in and assigned a lot of value 
to public broadcaster VRT, they were certainly not part of the group of ‘core’ 
stakeholders (including private broadcasters and newspaper publishers) that 
discussed issues directly with government parties. Yet, ties in the ‘economics 
first’ coalition turned out to be rather loose by the end of the negotiations. The 
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Christian Democrats and Flemish nationalists in government, traditional allies of 
the corporate media sector, decided to trade their victory in non-media dossiers 
for a (small) ‘victory’ for the Minister in the VRT management contract dossier. 

Conclusions: A battle won but the ‘war’ is far from over
The findings in this article show that despite a head start enjoyed by the ‘eco-
nomics first’ coalition, the ‘society first’ coalition won the most recent battle 
in deciding the particulars of the 2012-2016 management contract between 
the Flemish government and public media operator VRT. The findings also 
show that the ‘digital argument’ is not what divides stakeholders in debates 
about public service media, at least in Belgium. Coalitions continue to split on 
traditional market versus society arguments, however disguised by shiny new 
digital gift wrapping. Put differently: the ‘digital argument’ is instrumental only 
in terms of arguing for more or less government intervention, and in that sense 
is important, but it is not an explanatory factor in the analysis of stakeholder 
positions undertaken in this study. In a similar vein, negotiations were highly 
subjective with different stakeholders arguing either in their own corporate 
interest, or with an eye on the achievement of normative values like diversity, 
pluralism, quality, etc. 

Although VRT and Flemish citizens cannot complain about the outcome of 
the 2012-2016 management contract negotiations, it would be overconfident 
to assume the ‘society first’ coalition will continue to ‘reign’ in public service 
media discourse in the coming years. As private media companies are facing 
harsh economic times (being confronted with phenomena that are difficult or 
impossible to ‘control’, like catch-up television, declining advertising revenues, 
and Google News) they will be inclined to challenge the public broadcaster 
again – and repeatedly, we suspect. This means that proponents of public 
service media will have to build a stronger case for it (Picard 2012) and work 
continually at strengthening ‘society first’ coalitions. One can hardly rely on 
occasional dysfunction by the other coalition to win a war that still has plenty 
of fight left.

For the coming years it appears that the public value of public service media 
in Flanders has been reconfirmed. Its public value is accepted in the realms 
of information, culture and co-operation with the cultural sector, for diversity 
and representation of minorities, and services for children and youngsters. 
It has also been accepte that this public value extends to new public media 
services, not only in radio and TV broadcasting. However, recent debates in 
Flemish parliament, questioning the ‘added’ value of online news services of 
VRT – even and especially with regard to online news – not only echo critical 
voices in other national contexts but indicate that the proponents of Econom-
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ics First have not given up and are playing a long game aimed at undermining 
support for and about the added value of public service media. 

Notes
	1.	 For broad European perspectives see Biggam (2011) and Wolswinkel (2011).
	2.	 Quotes translated from Dutch by the authors.
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Multi-stakeholderism
Value for Public Service Media

Minna Aslama Horowitz & Jessica Clark

The varied problems PSM companies have today are most likely to find last-

ing solutions through collaboration with people outside the firm, particularly 

those who are most intimate with their services and products. (Lowe 2010, 26) 

In the past decade, redefinitions of what ‘public’ media means have begun to 
emerge in a variety of contexts: from debates about the role of conventional 
public television broadcasters in the digital ‘era of plenty’ (Ellis 2000); to the 
possible public service functions of commercial media; to analysis of the func-
tion of new independent, Internet-based, not-for-profit media producers, and 
the influence of user-generated, social media driven phenomena that may 
indeed ‘serve the public’ or ‘publics’ (see, e.g., Clark & Horowitz 2013; Lowe 
2010). Recently, a growing body of scholars has begun to study new media 
ecologies from the perspective of de jure public service broadcasting [PSB] and 
other public service media [PSM], as well as de facto public media that are not 
institutionally designed and mandated to act in public service, but that do so 
(Bajomi-Lazar et al, 2012). Their interest is in how these two broad categories 
of media can create a truly vibrant and diverse democratic public sphere. In 
addition, various research groups and networks have emerged to discuss public 
interest media and ‘public service communication’ (Collins 2010; Iosifidis 2010).

These initiatives are not isolated scholarly pursuits. Since 2002 the grow-
ing RIPE network of PSM professionals and scholars has focused on the need 
for reinvention of public service broadcasting strategies in the commercialis-
ing media landscape, defined by drastic technological changes. Similarly, the 
U.S.-focused Beyond Broadcast conferences (2006-09), conceived by Harvard’s 
Berkman Center for Internet and Society, have aimed at bringing together 
‘legacy media’ representatives with researchers and new media practitioners 
in order to foster innovation and collaboration. The authors of this chapter 
have been involved as organisers and shapers of these emerging public media 
networks as researchers for the Mapping Digital Media initiative referenced 

Chapter 9
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below, and as shapers of such participatory public media projects as Localore 
and the Public Media Corps. The analysis that follows is informed by their 
practice of the so called ‘engaged scholarship’ (see, e.g., Aufderheide & Clark 
2009; Napoli & Aslama 2011).

When less than a decade ago European countries and EU legislation still 
struggled with indecisiveness and a multitude of approaches related to PSM 
digital mandates (e.g., Aslama & Syvertsen 2006), RIPE participants and others 
had already begun to rethink historic notions and possibilities for reinventing 
the public media enterprise for conditions in the 21st century. The motivating 
sentiment was never about competition or exclusivity. These discussions and 
networking opportunities deliberately pursued collaboration across pertinent 
borders – geographical, professional and institutional. The implicit quest has 
been to understand what the public value for all kinds of public media consists 
of in this new and very challenging media environment.

This chapter proceeds with the quest by suggesting a conceptual and 
normative approach to the public value of public media, and the role of PSM 
in the process. The framework suggested here is ‘multi-stakeholderism’. The 
concept of multi-stakeholder collaboration has few precise definitions, but is 
often used in the context of international decision- and policy-making, as well 
as other forms of governance intended to counter elitist, centralised formations 
of power (see discussion, e.g., in Cammaerts 2011). ‘Multi-stakeholderism’ has 
an implicit promise of participation (Cammaerts 2011: 134) and, accordingly, 
the potential for the incorporation of more diverse perspectives and more pub-
licly visible values. It is in the latter sense that multi-stakeholderism is used in 
this chapter – a concept denoting a participatory framework for diverse actors 
in and across the arenas where public media is being governed, produced, 
distributed, and consumed. 

In addition to providing theoretical discussion about the forms and remits 
of PSM, this chapter draws on several empirical studies, most notably the com-
parative data gathering and analysis project of the Open Society Foundation’s, 
Mapping Digital Media (MDM) project (2010-2013).1 The MDM, as noted in the 
introduction of each of its country reports, assesses the global opportunities 
and risks that are created for media by digitalisation, including the growth of 
new media platforms as sources of news and the convergence of traditional 
broadcasting with telecommunications. MDM has addressed issues that are 
broadly relevant to PSM, from spectrum allocation to other legislative ap-
proaches, audience structures, and financial aspects of national media markets 
around the world. Furthermore, the project has produced special reports, and 
a designated section in each country report, about the role of publicly owned 
media. The results of comparative mapping of public media institutions over 
40 countries is used in this chapter to contextualise the conceptual discussion 
of multi-stakeholderism and the role of PSM in that framework.
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Finally, this chapter illustrates the interconnectedness of three circuits of 
power (Clegg 1989) that traditionally have not collaborated. These circuits 
are conceived as macro-level policy-making, institutional meso-level practices 
of media organisations, and micro-level participation of individuals and civic 
organisations. This chapter suggests that public value can better be created 
through diverse actors engaging with one another, across institutional borders, 
but that public media de jure can be a central catalyst in the process. The chap-
ter concurs with Benington and Moore (2011) that the context in which social 
life is lived today requires a networked approach to governance of the public 
sector, and provision of services for the public, and thus depends on develop-
ing broadly inclusive processes and practices to ensure the best quality of life 
results for the legitimate collective interests of civil society in every country.

Context: Crossing borders
In many countries, PSM makers and distributors are in the process of transition-
ing, or have already crossed over, from broadcasting to other media platforms. 
There is urgent need to continue to reach out to new platforms and productive 
relationships. Although conventional PSB has been a strongly national project, 
the urgency of collaboration, inclusiveness and engagement with new part-
ners is relevant to ‘mature’ PSM organisations in globalising marketplaces. It 
is equally important in contexts where state media are being transformed into 
public service media (e.g., former Eastern Europe, some Asian countries and 
many Latin American countries), or where public interest media (including PSB, 
community, and local media) face severe commercial competition and/or the 
need for revitalisation. Non-institutional public actors – from crowd-sourced 
projects such as Wikipedia and Ushahidi, to Massive Online Open Courses 
(MOOCs), advocacy and news efforts of local minorities via radio, as well as 
internet and mobile platforms (MDM India 2013, 62)2 – embody ‘public service 
functions’ in media, such as emergency communications, free educational op-
portunities, and minority voice representation. In addition to cute cat videos 
and homemade hip hop clips, YouTube and Soundcloud offer culture from 
classic cinema to opera for anyone with access to the Internet.

As the MDM overview of EU countries3 and the MDM USA report4 highlight, 
in liberal democracies internet users have improved access to whistleblowers 
(most notably through online intermediaries such as Wikileaks), experts and 
alternative news sources, while institutional take-up of the web has made infor-
mation held by public bodies and institutions more widely and readily available. 
Digitalisation and widespread domestic internet access, together with lowered 
software production and distribution costs, have led to innovative methods of 
information gathering and sharing that include wikis, social networking, and 
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crowdsourcing. They also expand capacities for storing, indexing and securing 
the raw material of investigative reports. Furthermore, digital media networks, 
platforms and tools have reduced the costs of dissemination, enabling contro-
versial issues too often ignored or neglected by generalist legacy media to find 
a home in journalistic blogs and online-only news sites.

But who should be expected to provide these functions that are clearly ‘in 
the public interest’? In recent years, numerous initiatives outside the orbit of 
institutional PSM are addressing concerns at the heart of those organisations’ 
remits. Non-institutional actors promote diversity of access, ownership, content, 
and participation. Such endeavours include ‘media reform’ and ‘media justice’ 
projects and organisations, large and small. Some well-known initiatives include 
the activist/advocacy umbrella organisation Free Press (U.S.)5, not-for-profit 
journalism projects from OhMyNews6 to ProPublica7, and global community/
alternative media collectives such as OurMedia8 and Global Voices9. 

This is not to imply less need for or relevance of institutional provision of 
public services in media. Nations and national-regional institutions continue 
to support PSM de jure. Although the purpose of PSM in national media 
landscapes differs greatly between countries (e.g., Iosifidis 2012)10, as do con-
ceptual questions about PSB / PSM as well as perceptions regarding what is 
appropriate to the remit, the significance of these institutions in creating public 
value continues to matter. To understand the scope of the discussion on public 
media de jure around the world, a total of 42 Mapping Digital Media country 
reports11 were reviewed for this chapter. The MDM project, one of the most 
extensive comparative empirical studies of media systems and markets ever 
undertaken, is a descriptive, partly quantitative but largely qualitative account 
of the current state and the impact of digitalisation of communications in many 
countries. MDM’s emphasis is on assessing the nature and impact of media-
related problems. For our purposes here the most important aspect is to assess 
the extent to which public media de jure is understood to be in crisis, or at 
least in trouble, in different countries and to grow a deeper understanding of 
the role of public media de facto in those countries. 

A basic survey of Mapping Digital Media (MDM) country reports makes 
it quite clear that the assessment of the status and future of PSM is generally 
agreed to be a core challenge in about half of the researched nations. Figure 1 
depicts the full suite of digital media challenges most often identified in MDM 
reports. The report template12 includes specific questions about the provision 
and status of public media, so it is no surprise that PSM is mentioned as a 
challenge in 20 out of 42 reports. At the same time, the figure highlights other 
problems in which public media de facto has a stake: policy debates about 
media concentration, the provision of quality journalism, press freedom, the 
visibility of minority voices, and so forth. All of that and more is closely linked 
to the ideal and practices of conventional PSM. 
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Figure 1.	 Media-Related challenges in MDM countries 
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The public media organisations of the 42 countries that were assessed are not 
directly comparable. Media systems and policies differ, as do the cultures of 
different countries. Yet, there are some general observations that emerge from 
the MDM mapping effort and one of the key findings is that PSM still matters 
to many citizens. This is perhaps unexpected good news. Only three years 
ago Richard Collins (2010: 53-54) reiterated the fear of many scholars since 
the 1990s that traditional PSB institutions would “dumb down” their output by 
following similar strategies to their commercial competitors, hence corroding 
their distinctiveness and legitimacy. MDM study results don’t confirm that as the 
characteristic reality.13 MDM reports suggest that especially in countries with a 
long public service tradition, PSM content remains respected and trusted. This 
positive image of PSM institutions, in terms of providing depth, trustworthiness, 
and diversity of content, is also present in a European-wide survey of over 800 
‘media experts’ from 34 countries (Popescu 2011: 53-59). 

Many MDM reports highlight that institutional PSM should play a role in 
ensuring the public value of communication domestically, and in many cases 
does that. For example, while internet activism as well as diverse forms of de 
facto public media are growing, they seldom last very long unless they are at-
tached to an established institution. As one MDM report notes, “these campaigns 
needed to attract the attention of mainstream media, in essence becoming news, 
before they could generate wider public support beyond the internet-savvy, 
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but fragmented, activist groups” (MDM Hungary 2012: 8).14 The challenges of 
providing public service functions and characteristics, such as universal access 
to reliable, relevant, educative content that recognises diversity and minority 
voices, are exponential in contexts from Kazakhstan to Kenya – where PSB 
or any other forms of public media barely exist, exist only nominally, or are 
perceived as state-controlled media.

Several MDM reports underscore a need for public service organisations 
to secure a social contract, an agreement of trust and social responsibility be-
tween de jure PSM and its audiences, as well as between the new, often online 
entrants – be they services, platforms, application providers, or even event 
organisers and individual content-makers. When fragmentation is coupled with 
approximate infinite supply, PSM can take the role of a hub. These reports sug-
gest that there is both need for and opportunity to rethink the public value of 
public service in media. The MDM Croatia report (2012: 34-35)15 suggests that 
the greatest opportunity for the national public broadcaster lies in developing 
new media content and interactive services in order to grow audiences (op cit., 
35). To take a second example, the MDM Colombia Report (2012: 6)16 observes 
that “[There is] a moment of opportunity to review and rethink the duties and 
obligations of public television in light of the educational and cultural value 
of public media.” Collins (2010: 54) seems to have been right in his expecta-
tion that “internet based content provides potentially greater opportunities … 
to extend, pluralise and deepen provision of public service content beyond 
what public service broadcasters provide”. All of that, as this chapter argues, 
requires a systematic multi-stakeholder, approach.

Model: A multi-stakeholder approach to collaboration
Multi-stakeholder collaboration as a governance model has increased in 
popularity (Ansell & Gash 2008). This kind of collaboration is necessitated by 
problems that are complex, involve interdependent actors, and require coop-
eration with non-state actors (Markopoulos et al. 2012; Benington & Moore 
2011). Given the magnitude of media landscape shifts that create new chal-
lenges for guaranteeing the public value of public service media, how should 
we should conceptualise, support, regulate and pay for this ever-broadening 
field of PSM? How could new public value be created via PSM-public media 
and other relationships? 

Multi-stakeholder modelling provides an analytical framework for under-
standing not only competing theories about the value of public media, but a 
template for collaborative analysis and action. The very idea of collaboration 
is at the core of multi-stakeholderism. Collaboration is here understood in a 
broad sense, not only in terms of public service media governance but also with 



171

MULTI-STAKEHOLDERISM

regard to how PSM is produced, distributed, and consumed. In addition, most 
theorising around the concept points to either an instrumental or a process-
based rationale for collaboration (Markopoulos et al. 2012): The former stresses 
improved outcomes due to participants sharing diverse expertise; the latter 
posits that the process of collaboration is desirable to enhance commitment 
and ownership of the issues in question. Given that relationships between PSM 
and other parties can be formal or ‘fragile’ (see Raats et al. in this volume), not 
only instrumental but also process-based motivations for multi-stakeholderism 
are important. The focus is on creating collaborative relationships that foster 
ownership of the public value that PSM can create. 

Multi-stakeholder modelling has been used, for instance, in tracing techno-
logical diffusion in media industries by mapping developments in organisa-
tional, industrial and environmental levels (Shin et al. 2006). And, as Van den 
Bulck (2012: 219) notes, media policy analyses tend to be stakeholder analyses 
becasue “a policy decision is implicitly or explicitly considered as the result 
of a process characterised by the formulation of different views and interests 
expressed by actors or stakeholders…” For example, internet governance is 
often explicitly discussed in the framework of multi-stakeholder interests (e.g., 
ITU 2013; de La Chapelle 2007). 

The field of media management has also embraced the concept of multi-
stakeholderism over the last decade. McQuail (2000) discussed the many ‘pres-
sures’ that a media organisation faces from actors, ranging from competitors, 
news agencies, owners, and unions, to those with legal and political control; 
from diverse lobby groups to distributors and audiences. McQuail’s idea was not 
to model collaboration and participation between these actors as we intend in 
this chaper, but rather to depict how three stakeholder groups within a media 
organisation (management, content producers, and technical experts) react to 
outside pressures. His model highlights the interest groups that have a stake in 
a media organisation’s decisions. Stakeholder analysis has also been applied to 
media ethics (Stern 2008), the operation of news organisations (Adams-Bloom 
& Cleary 2009) and, recently, to PSM management (Kraus & Karmasin 2013). 
As Donders & Van den Bulk show in this volume, multi-stakeholderism can be 
detected in the specific national case of Belgium and its public service media 
organisation, VRT.

The model proposed here seeks to conceptualise the idea of multi-stakehold-
er collaboration for a diverse public media landscape. Following Clegg (1989), 
the model entails three ‘circuits of power’ evident in participation in public 
media issues: 1) The circuit of structural issues (macro), 2) the institutional 
circuit of public service organisations (meso), and 3) the micro-level circuit of 
individuals participating in civil society. The model we apply was originally 
developed by Aslama & Napoli (2010) in work undertaken to reconceptualise 
audiences in media policymaking and to envision a strategic model for PSM 
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(Aslama 2010). Fuentes-Bautista (2011) has since used it to map different forms 
and modalities of participation in networked media environments.

The structural, or macro-level arena entails the forums of policy-making 
and PSM regulation, as well as other governance questions that stipulate how 
PSM can function. The meso-level circuit of institutions involves the operations 
of public media organisation, i.e. production and distribution of content and 
services. The micro-level circuit is associated with varied roles that individuals 
have in civil society, whether framed as audiences, individual content creators, 
members of networks or other collaborative constructs engaged in media-
making. It is crucial to understand that these power circuits are interrelated in 
the model; that the practice is dialogic: 

	 1.	 Structural policy questions set the stage for public media to exist and 
flourish; 

	 2.	 Conventional PSM and public media organisations may draw inspiration 
from community media practices; 

	 3.	 Media activism and advocacy may influence policy-making and increase 
public awareness of issues pertinent to public media. 

More broadly, based on Clegg’s (op cit.) idea of (organisational) power cir-
cuits, the model also emphasises the power and potential of different levels to 
act ‘in the public interest’. Traditionally, these separate circuits operate within 
their own contexts, rules and practices. Yet, the normative implication here is 
that they overlap in terms of their attempts to create public value, and hence 
should actively collaborate. 

Circuits of collaboration
If public service media de jure is indeed still in demand and valued (as the 
MDM reports apparently validate), the multi-stakeholder model can point out 
the arenas in which PSM can either become more active, and where they could 
enable more participatory possibilities for other stakeholders. The idea of cir-
cuits of stakeholders working in collaboration offers several outlooks on how 
different constituencies contribute to different forms of public media – both de 
jure and de facto. For example, it may help in analysing entire media systems 
and their collaborative traditions; that is, how different actors together govern, 
produce, distribute – and facilitate consumption of – media. In addition, it may 
illustrate how different individual experiments and efforts engage different 
circuits of stakeholders as a key characteristic explaining success, or failure. 

Our discussion and examples of stakeholder collaboration are focused on 
the Western context where there are strong institutional public service institu-
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tions and long traditions, and also highlight several examples from the U.S. 
where the multi-stakeholder collaborations with de jure and de facto realms 
of public media have been systematically fostered by specific projects. This is 
not to downplay other contexts that might include a vibrant de facto public 
media, but rather to face challenges in terms of institutional public service – 
the essential focus for our work here. 

The examples highlight explicit recognition of, and systematic efforts in, 
multi-stakeholder collaboration. Today these are more typical to pluralist media 
ecosystems where public media ideas and ideals are part of the traditional view 
of the media’s role in a society. At the same time, new forms of what could be 
called public media seem to ‘just happen’ in the sphere of Web 2.0, emerging 
from not-for-profit, open access, participatory media forms on varied platforms. 
These media projects and platforms arise from a wide variety of felt needs and 
philosophies, ranging from an impulse to express previously excluded view-
points and minority perspectives, to a valuation of ‘open source’ culture and 
production as a viable alternative to top-down editorial methods, to commitment 
to a free speech ethos. Collaboration is also being experimented with in the 
meso-level circuit by conventional media institutions, and being mapped and 
documented by collaborative research efforts. Although relatively few macro-
level circuits of policy-making directly foster collaboration for public media, 
policy issues and regulatory moves can still be discussed within the framework 
as inspirations or implicit practices that support such goals. 

Micro-level: Social media-driven collaboration
Social media is rapidly changing public media ecosystems, especially in terms 
of journalism, that most trusted-quality product of Western public media or-
ganisations. Most Mapping Digital Media (MDM) research reports discussed 
in this chapter indicate, for example, that Twitter is now a common route to 
finding news stories and has an important role in defining (‘trending’) public 
debates.17 Albeit not always the most important or trusted news source for 
media consumers, social media platforms and peer recommendations are more 
markedly important in the U.S. where the institutional PSM presence has always 
been much weaker than in Europe.18 Network scholars such as Benkler (2012) 
and Shirky (2011),19 suggest that popular participatory social media sites may, 
beyond acting as news hubs, serve as more effective tools for informing and 
capturing public debates than broadcast or print outlets. 

Shirky (op cit.) calls this phenomenon ‘cognitive surplus’: the innate de-
sire for sharing and participation that inspires fast and innovative solutions 
for communication. As he indicates, not every blog or Tweet has public 
value, but many forms of participation, from fundraising to crisis mapping, 
are intended to create just that – to inform, help and engage people for the 
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good of the public and as a public good. Arguably, this kind of public value 
is potentially fragile. As many MDM reports (2010-2013) indicate, alterna-
tive media production, digital activism, and citizen journalism tend to wane 
without institutional anchoring. Collaborative, partly crowd-sourced efforts in 
content creation like localore.net20 in the U.S., funded by the Corporation for 
Public Broadcasting and private foundations, are examples of the possibili-
ties for local and networked communities to co-create original content and 
thereby strengthen the local community’s participation – things that clearly 
have public value.

Meso-level: Conventional media organisations
Conventional, institutional public service media in the West have in the digital 
era been engaging people in processes and projects for production of content 
and commentary (see e.g. Aslama & Syvertsen 2006). One often cited example 
is the BBC’s citizen journalism efforts such as Have Your Say.21 However, public 
service media in countries with a long tradition of PSB are facing growing pres-
sures from the perceived unfair advantage and over-extension of their remits 
(Schlosberg 2013).22 Public broadcasters in many Western European countries, 
such as YLE in Finland, have faced opposition not only from commercial 
broadcasters but also from the newspaper industry (which today includes 
broadcasting operations, as is the case with Sanoma Group) in developing 
new participatory online and mobile services.23

In the U.S., audiences of non-profit public networks (PBS in TV and NPR 
in radio) have always participated in funding those institutions by making 
donations (to become ‘members’). The continuing importance of localism 
in American electronic media (not only geographical but also issue, interest 
and community-driven), is in response to challenges created by chain format 
radio and economic pressures on the local press in many localities. This has 
fuelled support especially for public radio, which has also had more freedom 
to experiment with participatory, co-operative and collaborative approaches to 
programming as it lacks the commercial pressures of consolidation (Stavitsky 
& Huntsberger 2010). Some recent innovative U.S. examples include collabo-
rative Local Journalism Centers,24 which pool resources and reporting among 
regional clusters of public broadcasters, National Public Radio’s Argo project25  
which supported a clutch of bloggers at local radio stations, each assigned 
to a particular beat; and the Public Media Corps26 a DC-based media literacy 
project which the Center for Social Media helped to incubate and document.27

As the MDM report on the USA highlights (2011)28, public, educational and 
government (PEG) access channels of cable TV can be seen as ideological 
forerunners of YouTube. Today, PEG and community stations are working to 
reposition themselves as hubs for digital literacy and journalism training, and 
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points of broadband access for those who can’t otherwise afford it. Community 
media has also played a critical role in media access and diversity in Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific, influencing both the form and content 
of mainstream media (Forde, Foxwell & Meadows 2009; Meadows et al 2008; 
Robie 2009).

Macro-level: Policy-driven collaboration
Historically, multi-stakeholder participation has been grassroots-driven. Activist 
and advocacy groups especially in the U.S., but also elsewhere, have worked 
relentlessly at the grassroots level to influence the macro-level on decisions 
taken about media ownership, content and access, sometimes with significant 
impact (e.g., McChesney 2007). 

Recent attempts to cultivate multi-stakeholder dialogue, debate and gov-
ernance have been initiated, or embraced afterwards, by formal governance 
bodies, evident for example with regard to internet governance and digital 
rights (e.g., the Internet Governance Forum, and the current EU stakeholder 
dialogue on copyrights29). Public service media have received less attention from 
decision-makers focus on multi-stakeholder dialogue. In its 2009 report on the 
future of PSM governance, the Council of Europe did suggest exploring the de 
facto networks for governance models; they suggested that multi-stakeholder 
participation for PSM could model itself after Facebook’s user panels, pursue 
transparency and support direct voting (CoE 2009: 32-33).30 Yet little concrete 
action has emerged in response. A sign of support for a generally more robust 
public media ecology and broader participation is more evident in the way the 
European Union has addressed community media. As stated in a resolution 
of the European Parliament in 2008: “[C]ommunity media fulfil[s] a broad yet 
largely unacknowledged role in the media landscape, particularly as a source 
of local content, and encourage[s] innovation, creativity and diversity of con-
tent”.31 This is echoed by the findings of the Europe-wide MDM overview (2012: 
1)32: “EU-level funding initiatives should support new models of investigative 
journalism, as well as local and minority media”. 

Currently there are questions about future broadband access and spectrum 
allocation that significantly raise the policy stakes, given the participatory re-
quirements of digital citizenship and political possibilities of online production, 
consumption and distribution. Decision-makers are beginning to consult civic 
groups and invite citizens to comment on digital media policies and implementa-
tion. A prime example is the new EU instrument called the European Citizens’ 
Initiative (ECI) for online campaigning EU-wide. One of the first initiatives is 
a campaign for media pluralism.33
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Discussion: Collaboration and shared values

Creativity is fuelled by diversity and PSM companies need to reorient from 

their PSB heritage to invite, encourage, and actively facilitate the participa-

tion of the public in order to guarantee the richest, most embedded context 

of diversity Lowe (2010: 26).

Diverse organizations, de jure and de facto, as well as public media activists and 
regulators, share many goals and values: including a desire to foster diversity of 
media ownership in commercially driven or mixed markets, to secure diversity 
of voices, and to provide universal access to content. While the definitions and 
forms of public media may be continuously evolving in the digital era, the core 
purposes have not changed with developments in online and mobile platforms. 
However the task of forging alliances is certainly complex, and increasingly 
so, and the model we present is only a starting point in the work necessary 
to identify opportunities for new, hybrid public media relationships that build 
on the public value of PSB in the PSM environment.

The model of stakeholder arenas depicted in this chapter is not unproblem-
atic. More work is needed to clarify how circuits function: Who is included and 
who is excluded? How is the credibility of different actors established, and also 
the boundaries of both editorial and financial power? Defining particular public 
media stakeholders can be a daunting task akin to mission impossible when 
potential audiences of a digital platform can span the globe (Adams-Bloom 
& Cleary 2009: 3). As noted earlier, the concept of multi-stakeholderism has 
been created in opposition to insular concentrations of power and those are 
inherently difficult to penetrate, break or reconfigure. 

For example, the structural level or media policy-making is still very much 
the business of the chosen few who are supposed to act as representatives of 
diverse national and/or international interests, but in practice are often tied to 
corporate or party-political interests. This is precisely the reoccurring critique 
of the Internet Governance Forum. The non-governmental parties may perhaps 
voice their concerns, but are they given true participatory power? (Maciel & 
de Souza 2011). Similarly, media reform campaigns tend to be reactionary 
emergency calls from a civil society in response to types of crises (funding, 
legitimacy, etc) rather than co-ordinated collaborative efforts to solve problems 
and decide upon future actions. 

Regardless of how these questions are resolved in various national settings, 
news consumption, civic engagement and education habits will undoubtedly 
continue to evolve. For those who straddle the meso-level worlds of traditional 
public service broadcasting and multifaceted new forms of public service 
media, it seems clear that embracing new kinds of interdependent practice 
including citizen production and participation can only make public media 
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more interesting, engaging, diverse, creative and relevant. Admittedly, this has 
so far proved much more difficult to implement in mature digital markets. At 
the same time, many MDM reports (2010-2013) highlight that in many media 
ecosystems with state media, or PSM ‘in-transition’, public media de facto func-
tions as the counter-force to what is often perceived (and often is) limited, 
controlled media content. For emerging public media organisations that want 
to establish themselves, it may be hard to engage independent, networked 
initiatives in participation.

In terms of grassroots collaboration, the challenge is for small, vulnerable 
actors to be able to maintain diversity and vibrancy while gaining wider vis-
ibility and achieving sustainability and longevity. Viral trends come and go. 
As noted in the beginning, institutional PSM is still a brand in Western Europe 
(as well as in Australia, Japan, and newer contexts like Thailand, where it 
challenges state media). And as several MDM reports (2010-2013) show, most 
successful, sustainable digital participatory practices and activities benefit from 
an institutional backing and affiliation.

Multi-stakeholderism and its practices in application to public service media 
and an emphasis on developing public value clearly need further scrutiny and 
much more empirical analyses. Given the challenges of the current media land-
scape and the role of PSM in diverse contexts, it is clear that more systematic, 
empirically informed and nuanced scholarly work is needed to understand 
complexities, identify problems and connections, and develop alternatives and 
options. We concur with Hilde Van den Bulck (2012: 229) who posited, when 
discussing the importance of multi-stakeholderism as a concept for media 
policy research, that:

The development of media policies seems to be becoming more complicated 

through shifts from traditional state policy-making to governance and even 

multi-governance and through an exponential growth in potential stakehold-

ers. Disentangling and analyzing this intricate web is becoming ever more 

important yet also more complex.

This does not mean that media researchers should vet on these questions as 
the ultimate experts. Multi-stakeholderism applies here, as well. Especially for 
communications and media research, questions about social justice require re-
positioning the conventional, ‘objective’ Ivory Tower approach in the academy 
and beginning to establish principles of engaged scholarship for academically 
rigorous, yet applicable and compassionate work. Universities, too, have been 
elitist institutions in many instances, at least in the sense that the information 
they produce often is not very accessible for very many. This is one impor-
tant reason explaining the scepticism among other stakeholders regarding the 
relevance of scholarly work. The communications field – relatively new, still 
relatively undefined, and also rather typically at the lower end of the pecking 
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order in the academic firmament – has long faced difficulties in justifying its 
existence and value. We contend that the field is gaining fresh momentum, 
however, precisely because a growing reliance on multidisciplinary approaches. 
Better suited for multi-stakeholder collaboration by experience and structures, 
communications and media scholars can help other stakeholders create more 
value for PSM (Napoli & Aslama 2011).

Despite the challenges and need for more examples, the multi-stakeholder 
model is useful for discussion and development in perspectives about where 
public media de jure stands and ought to stand in today’s media ecosystem. 
The model doesn’t imply that the role of PSM has diminished. It highlights 
collaborative possibilities while explicitly recognising the different kinds of 
value created by media and through their interaction with diversity at many 
levels and in diverse aspects (see Hasebrink 2012: 63). Each circuit in the 
multi-stakeholder model – micro, meso, and macro – can be assessed in terms 
of the value of media content and services to and for many and diverse indi-
viduals, and more than that for a social collective. Do media policies support 
variety, pluralism and diversity in what is produced by public media, and that 
members of ‘the audience’ can co-create a diverse range of content? Is social 
value safeguarded, and how, to identify, even police, misinformation, harmful 
content and trampling on the human rights of a public? And finally, how is 
public value in the promotion of democracy and support for cultural diversity 
and vitality both envisioned and realised? That has clearly been a traditional 
cornerstone of PSB de jure and is arguably crucial for PSM de jure, as well. 

Based on the MDM findings discussed in this chapter, it seems that in many 
countries this is specifically the position that PSM is still expected to take, to 
reclaim or to achieve in the first place. But in a media ecosystem where stake-
holders continue to multiply, this task is loftier and more complex than before. 
Arguably, the idea of multi-stakeholderism suggests that optimal public value 
would be created when a PSM organisation engages with and thereby mobilises 
different and diverse stakeholders, doing so not only in content production or 
networked protests, but rather more deeply in the creation and implementation 
of a set of values that benefit the public as such. 

Notes
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	22.	 Unpublished presentation at the IAMCR Conference in Dublin 25-29 June, 2013: Mapping 

Digital Media in Europe: The sustainability of public interest news 
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Company+to+be+made+next+week/1135248662900 (Retrieved 12 October 2013).
	24.	 http://www.centerforsocialmedia.org/future-public-media/public-media-showcase/cpb-

funded-local-journalism-centers-grow-fits-and-starts (Retrieved 20 May 2013).
	25.	 http://www.npr.org/blogs/inside/2010/09/09/129755091/-argo-npr-s-blog-network-sets-sail 

(Retrieved 20 May 2013).
	26.	 http://publicmediacorps.org/ (Retrieved 20 May 2013).
	27.	 http://www.cmdn.tv/ (Retrieved 20 May 2013).
	28.	 http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/reports/mapping-digital-media-united-states (Re-

trieved 20 May 2013).
	29.	 http://ec.europa.eu/licences-for-europe-dialogue/en (Retrieved 20 May 2013).
	30.	 Public Service Media Governance: Looking into the Future. Media and Information Society 

Division. Directorate General of Human Rights and Legal Affairs. www.coe.int/t/dghl/stand-
ardsetting/media/doc/PSMgovernance_en.pdf (Retrieved 12 October 2013).

	31.	 European Parliament resolution of 25 September 2008 on Community Media in Europe 
(2008/2011(INI)), (2010/C 8 E/14) http://eurlex.europa.eu/JOHtml.do?uri=OJ:C:2010:008E:S
OM:EN:HTML (Retrieved 20 May 2013).

	32	 http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/Mapping_Digital_Media_
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	33.	 See: http://ec.europa.eu/citizens-initiative/public/welcome. Other initiatives include the Finn-
ish otakantaa.fi website set up by the Ministry of Justice, and its call in 2006 to comment on 
the future of public broadcasting; the recent Levenson Inquiry in the U.K., see http://www.
levesoninquiry.org.uk/ (Retrieved 4 October 2013).
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Disaster Coverage  
and Public Value from Below

Analysing the NHK’s Reporting  
of the Great East Japan Disaster

Takanobu Tanaka & Toshiyuki Sato

As the sole public broadcaster of Japan, where earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, 
typhoons, and other natural disasters are all too common, Nippon Hoso Kyokai 
[NHK] is expected to play a twofold role in emergency situations. In its usual 
capacity as an independent, authoritative source of information, NHK reports on 
the damage caused and the state of the disaster-affected area. But NHK is also 
a key part of the national infrastructure for large-scale disaster prevention and, 
when disasters happen, a central actor in Japan’s crisis management strategy. 
So while Japanese broadcast law guarantees NHK’s editorial independence, 
the Disaster Countermeasures Basic Act (National Land Agency 1997) stipulates 
NHK as one of the designated public organisations which, in order to protect 
people’s lives and property, has a duty to report disaster-prevention information 
accurately and promptly. While other public service broadcasters strategically 
contribute to disaster management strategies (see for example ABC 2011) the 
dual legislative role assigned to NHK is unique. This provides an interesting 
lens through which to investigate the effectiveness of its public service media 
[PSM] operations and its diverse contributions to the public value of PSM. 

In this chapter we explore NHK’s response to the March 2011 disaster in the 
Tohoku region, the Great East Japan earthquake, and the tsunami and nuclear 
accidents that followed in consequence. We seek to establish the important 
and potentially unique public value of PSM in the context of such extreme 
conditions. In the initial natural disasters we discuss here, 15,800 people lost 
their lives across an area stretching from Hokkaido Prefecture in north Japan to 
Kanagawa Prefecture where Tokyo is situated, with the devastation concentrated 
on the Pacific side of the northeast Tohoku region, in which the coastal town 
of Fukushima is located. Ninety per cent of the deaths were caused by the 
tsunami. One year after the event 3,000 people were still missing and 344,000 
were living as evacuees, nearly a third of them as a result of the Fukushima 
Daiichi nuclear reactor explosions (Sato 2012). The scale, speed and complexity 
of the disaster created an unprecedented reporting challenge for NHK. 

Chapter 10
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This case study and content analysis is keyed to understanding some of 
the most significant lessons learned about NHK’s roles during the early days 
of the aftermath, and its changing relationship with the Japanese public since 
that time. We begin by examining the history, scope, forms and utility of NHK’s 
considerable investments in disaster reporting technology and expertise. We 
then analyse the comparatively different roles played by NHK and commercial 
television in coverage of the events for the first three days following the 3/11 
earthquake. Discussion will emphasise how these roles reflect different opera-
tional and strategic values in the two approaches and types of mediation. Finally 
we consider the limitations of NHK’s televisual disaster response and examine 
ways in which the use of online publishing systems may enable more flexible, 
audience driven, and bottom up approaches to meeting public expectations 
in future crisis events. Based on our analysis, we pose a new approach to un-
derstanding the public value of PSM in an international policy context, that of 
safeguarding human security in an age of global, catastrophic risk. 

NHK and its disaster remit
Tokyo Broadcasting Station, NHK’s predecessor, was established in 1925, only 
two years after the Great Kanto earthquake that devastated most of the To-
kyo metropolitan area and killed around 105,000 people. Wrong information 
about evacuation places and harmful nationalistic and racist rumours against 
Chinese and Korean residents in Tokyo spread after the quake. These triggered 
violence and caused much public confusion, which highlighted the need for a 
broadcasting service to disseminate accurate and prompt disaster information 
(Nakamori 2008). 

Public service broadcasting [PSB] has historically served a number of de-
fined public purposes: democratic, cultural and creative, educational, social 
and community (BBC, 2004). For NHK disaster reporting has been, and will 
remain, at the heart of its core mission for Japanese society. Natural disasters 
that have claimed thousands of lives have been almost annual events over the 
organisation’s history. In the process of re-building the country after World 
War II and during post-war rapid economic growth, the Japanese government 
recognised the need to develop an integrated disaster management system as 
a critical factor for mitigating damage. 

This system was codified in 1961 after the Ise-bay typhoon killed more than 
5,000 people. The government established the Disaster Countermeasures Basic 
Act in which NHK was designated as the public institution responsible for the 
urgent dissemination of emergency information. 

NHK’s operation as an arm of the State during crisis is not inconsistent with 
its historical role as an independent public service broadcaster. The organisation 
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was created as an institution that is expected to co-operate with the govern-
ment during times of crisis and disaster, and has from the start been dedicated 
to supporting social progress and the considerable efforts required to achieve 
Japan’s modernisation. The State does not control or interfere with content in 
the terms of the broadcasting law, but has an important role on the basis of 
legislative authority. Thus the dominant attitude of NHK to audiences in the 
past has been more or less ‘paternalistic’, claiming to know what is culturally 
best for people, similar to the European experience (NHK Broadcasting Culture 
Research Institute 2002; Krauss 2006). NHK’s social responsibility mandate and 
paternalistic orientation can be seen in its corporate plan, which states that 
NHK’s core mission is “to build a prosperous and secure society, and promote 
the development of culture of the new era” (NHK 2012, 1) and in its pillars 
of action that clearly indicate the importance of this institution for disaster 
reporting in mind. NHK must “provide safety for the public” and “promote 
the development of the Japanese nation, regions and communities” (Ibid. 1). 

Certainly the Japanese public expects NHK to prepare for disaster reporting 
even though it is costly to maintain the fleet of 14 helicopters that are needed 
to guarantee live broadcasting coverage whenever disaster strikes anywhere in 
Japan, as well as 460 remote-controlled cameras located all around the country, 
and of course the costs required to train NHK reporters and technical staff to 
be able to cope with emergency situations. Cameras situated at airports are 
intended to capture airplane accidents. Robot cameras located at volcanoes 
monitor eruptions and others situated at industrial complexes or nuclear power 
plants can monitor for fires and other kinds of accidents 24/7 the whole year 
through. Although this system and all related equipment is especially intended 
for use during emergencies, making use of them on a daily basis allows NHK 
to recoup some of its high initial investments. Live images from robot cameras 
can be used in a variety of programme contexts, for example as backdrops for 
weather news (Sato 2012).

Yet advanced disaster surveillance and reporting tools and systems can only 
be effectively mobilised if NHK staff are well trained in emergency procedures. 
Thus, every employee, whether reporter, programme director or engineer, 
receives mandatory training in disaster procedures and must be familiar with 
detailed guides to operational protocols in the case of an event. In most of the 
regional NHK stations spread across Japan, overnight-shift news and engineer-
ing staff conduct routine exercises every day at midnight, as specified in NHK’s 
internal disaster operations manual. In case of an earthquake, responsible news 
desks must quickly decide where to send the camera crews, how to ensure the 
circuit of remote-controlled cameras is operational and dependable, and whether 
to use a helicopter in addition to other basic actions spelled out in the manual. 

The fundamentals of disaster-prevention reports include delivering exact, 
timely information from the Japan Metrological Agency [JMA], urging the audi-
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ence to remain calm and providing any necessary instructions for what people 
ought to do. In order not to sensationalize, reporters are trained, for example, 
not to use strong adjectives in describing disaster events (Harlan 2012). Yoshi-
hiko Shimizu, head of NHK’s news department on 3/11, said it was his staff’s 
job to help people navigate the worst moments of the crisis, and to be sensitive 
about coverage of the human impact: 

We knew people watching or listening might have friends and relatives in 

the disaster areas, so we were careful not to cause panic that might lead to 

further injury or damage. Our broadcast guidelines demand that we protect 

the privacy of individuals when reporting, so we also had to be careful not 

to cause more distress for survivors (quoted in Fry 2012)

Clearly, disaster-mitigation reporting is an important factor in gaining the trust 
of Japanese viewers and listeners. As table 1 indicates, NHK and five main 
commercial broadcasters collectively enjoy more than 90 per cent of the TV 
viewership in Japan. But when there is an earthquake or a typhoon, or when 
a volcanic eruption happens, people typically turn to NHK and viewer ratings 
spike. On 11 March 2011 before the Great East Japan earthquake the rating 
for NHK General Television was 3 per cent in the greater Tokyo area because 
households usually have their television receivers turned off in the mid-after-
noon period. But as soon as the earthquake hit the eastern part of the country 
the ratings quickly rose to 15 per cent, then upwards to nearly 22 per cent.

Table 1.	 Share of viewership in Japan 

	 NHK 
	 General	 Nippon TV	 Fuji TV	 TBS	 TV Asahi	 TV Tokyo	 Others

2005	 14.6%	 18.2%	 19.4%	 16.1%	 16.2%	 7.7%	 5.4%

2010	 14.8%	 18.2%	 18.6%	 14.5%	 16.2%	 6.4%	 8.9% 

Source: Nakamura, et.al. 2013.

The earthquake had a magnitude of 9.0 and occurred at 14:46. An “Earthquake 
Early Warning” message was immediately broadcast on all eight TV and radio 
channels operated by NHK. As shown in table 1, NHK broadcast the early 
warning less than one minute after the initial earthquake occurrence. In less 
than two minutes NHK interrupted regular programming and thereafter devoted 
100 per cent of its capacity to disaster reporting. Within 63 minutes after the 
initial impact an NHK helicopter was on the scene providing live coverage. 
Broadcasting of information about the tsunami and earthquake, and its after-
math, continued around-the-clock for the first week on the main terrestrial TV 
and radio channels, and via satellite TV.
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Table 2.	 Time line of NHK coverage during the first hour of broadcasting during the 
Great East Japan earthquake 

	 14:46	 Earthquake occurred off the coast of the Tohoku region of Japan

	 14:46:50	 NHK broadcast an Earthquake Early Warning System notice on all 8 channels

	 14:48:18	 NHK switched off all regular programming to focus on disaster-related news

	 14:49	 Major Tsunami Warning was issued and NHK focused on calling for evacuation

	 15:03	 Live footage of fire in Tokyo was aired on NHK and commercial stations 

	 15:14	 NHK camera captured the massive tsunami’s arrival along the Tohoku region coast.

	 15:49	 NHK helicopter started sending live footage of the tsunami in residential areas

On 11 March 11 2011 NHK was obviously well prepared, experienced and 
equipped to handle the emergency. It must be emphasised that Japan’s com-
mercial television networks also have considerable expertise in, and experience 
with, disaster coverage, and this was also demonstrated during the disaster. 
Most of the commercial networks skipped commercial messages for a couple 
of days and broadcast related news 24 hours a day, non-stop. 

The authors conducted minute-by-minute content analysis of television 
broadcasts by NHK and commercial broadcasters to see if there were significant 
differences as well as similarities in their respective efforts at disaster coverage. 
As NHK television broadcast the same content both on TV and radio in the 
initial stages of the disaster, we analysed the broadcast vision and sound sepa-
rately, noting only the sound was available in radio programming. The latter 
coverage is particularly relevant as more people, especially in the area where 
the disaster struck and where power was lost, resorted to radio broadcasts to 
get disaster information. 

McQuail’s media performance and public responsibility frameworks (Mc-
Quail 2003) were used to guide our analysis because they focus on the social 
responsibilities of media, and his approach “equates quality with characteristics 
of media content and media structure in relation to norms and values, under 
the rubric of the public interests” (as summarised by Ala-Fossi 2005: 38-40). 
Social responsibility is a core aspect of public value. Especially in times of 
disasters, both NHK and commercial broadcasters ought to serve public pur-
poses and be socially responsible. We argue differences in disaster coverage 
between NHK and commercial broadcasters can indicate the characteristic 
public value of NHK. 

With that background in mind, we introduce the results of content analysis, 
carried out with the support of NHK’s independent culture and services re-
search group, the Broadcasting Culture Research Institute [BCRI]. This research 
compares reporting of Japan’s 3/11 disasters by NHK and the major commercial 
networks. Our analysis was aimed at answering three main questions:
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	 1)	 Are there any conspicuous differences and similarities in disaster reporting 
between NHK, which operates primarily in pursuit of public interest, and 
the commercial television networks, which are basically run on market 
drive?

	 2)	 What do these differences suggest about the relative public value of these 
services?

	 3)	 Are there any signs that the social responsibility model of NHK’s disaster 
reporting, and its top-down, paternalistic approach, has altered? If so, 
how and which direction is the change heading? 

Methodology
BCRI researchers analysed the disaster broadcasting on NHK General TV, 
NHK’s main television channel, and two of the five key commercial networks 
based in Tokyo: Nippon Television and Fuji Television. Analysis was confined 
to the first 72 hours after the earthquake, as this was regarded as the critical 
period for survivors, and thus for NHK to disseminate disaster information 
to save lives. Nippon Television is Japan’s first commercial television station, 
established in 1953. But Fuji Television had the second highest average rating, 
following NHK, for these first three days after the earthquake. Monitoring took 
place from 14:46 on March 11 to 14:59 on March 14. 

Since NHK and the commercial networks continued their disaster coverage 
non-stop, we had to devise an appropriate way to conduct content analysis and 
decided to rely on random sampling. We analysed television footage vision and 
sound at the 22nd second of every minute, a moment randomly chosen as the 
point for examination. In analysing the sound, we listened to the content before 
and after that 22nd second in order to understand what was being broadcast 
at that point. Our assumption is that if we add up all the minute-by-minute 
data, the result represents a good general picture of the entirety of coverage 
during the research period.

Comparing coverage from NHK  
and two commercial broadcasters

During the first 24 hours of the disaster the three broadcasters initially reported 
on the earthquake and then on the tsunami that followed. This coverage was 
prominent in images and sounds. Information on the tsunami gradually de-
creased as that event subsided. During the 24-48 hour period, events at the 
damaged Fukushima-Daiichi nuclear power plant assumed highest relevance 
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and received heavy coverage. All through the 72 hours of our monitoring, the 
broadcasters used more than ten percent of their airtime to report information 
on sufferers and relief activities. 

The detailed results of this analysis are reported in papers authored by 
Tanaka and Hara (2011 & 2012a/b). Here the authors focus attention primarily 
on findings that demonstrate specific tendencies in, and the stances toward, dis-
aster reporting when comparing NHK and the commercial television networks. 

A port in Tohoku versus a fire in Tokyo
In this section three main findings will be introduced; two differences and 
one similarity. One of the most striking differences was observed in the first 
hour after the disaster, in the focus of coverage, which gives one example of 
NHK’s public value.

NHK used 70 per cent of its airtime for news about the tsunami, 10 per cent 
in coverage of the earthquake, and 11 per cent related to a building fire in To-
kyo. Nippon Television used 27 per cent of its airtime for the tsunami, 26 per 
cent for the earthquake and 14 per cent for the fire in Tokyo. Fuji Television 
devoted 28 per cent to the tsunami, 29 per cent for the earthquake and 19 per 
cent for the Tokyo fire. When we examined the geographic coverage by areas, 
64 per cent of NHK reporting was about the Tohoku region, which was close 
to the epicenter of the earthquake and was hit severely by the tsunami, and 20 
per cent was about Tokyo. In contrast, Nippon Television devoted 42 per cent 
of its coverage about Tohoku and 41 per cent about Tokyo and Fuji Television 
devoted only 26 per cent to the Tohoku region and focused 35 per cent on Tokyo

Particularly in the first 30 minutes after the quake, there was a clear contrast 
between the geographical coverage of NHK and the commercial networks. Dur-
ing this period of time, the tsunami had yet to arrive and NHK was not sure if 
a significant tsunami was actually approaching. Despite this uncertainty, NHK 
broadcast live footage of ports in the Tohoku region to observe the changing 
sea level, and called for immediate evacuation of the coastal region. NHK put 
its utmost focus on the potential tsunami, whereas the commercial networks 
spent as much airtime reporting about the earthquake, with lots of video foot-
age of the heavy shaking, as the tsunami warning. 

There was another significant difference. About 15 minutes after the quake 
NHK helicopters and remote-controlled cameras caught a building on fire in 
Tokyo. NHK reported the fire rather briefly, and as soon as it was confirmed 
that there were no casualties, turned back to Tohoku. The Tokyo-based com-
mercial networks, in contrast, chose to report more on the fire. Only after NHK 
broadcast live helicopter footage, showing the massive tsunami devastating 
farmland and residential areas in the disaster zone did the focus of the com-
mercial broadcasters return to the tsunami.
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These differences reflect NHK’s prioritisation of disaster prevention, sav-
ing lives and protecting property, over damage reporting. It also evidences its 
responsibility to primarily serve people in the affected Tohoku coastal region. 
Even though the commercial networks have a national audience, they focused 
far more news coverage on Tokyo. Naturally they don’t have the same national 
reporting infrastructure that NHK has at its disposal. However there seems to 
be another interpretation. A senior journalist of Nippon TV confessed that “with 
a TV man’s usual instinct, there were times when I automatically responded to 
and broadcast the live footage of violent shakings of the earthquake and the 
fire in Tokyo...knowing the tsunami warning was the top priority” (Tanifuji 
2013: 120). In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, as neither NHK nor 
commercial broadcasters had sufficient time to deliberately think over about 
what to report, their corporate cultures had an affect on their editorial deci-
sions. Yet NHK had obligations over and above routine news reporting. This 
responsibility is part of its public value. 

Coverage of “rescue operations”
Another difference between commercial and public service operators is evident 
in the kinds of information delivered during the first 72 hours after the initial 
disaster. Figure 1 shows how the three networks reported on disaster suffer-
ers and rescue operations, with thematic peaks during the monitored period 
marked with circles.

At around 10:00 on March 12, NHK news coverage of rescue operations 
sharply increased as it reported live on the helicopter rescue of people stranded 
on the roof of an affected building. Soon after NHK shifted its focus to reporting 
on evacuation centres and evacuees. This was especially apparent throughout 
the day of March 13, when there were repeated live reports from evacuation 
centres, providing detailed information about conditions and highlighting the 
kinds of supplies the evacuees most needed. NHK was able to set up live 
broadcasting operations from disaster-stricken areas by dispatching remote 
broadcast vans with professional production capacity.

Nippon Television increased its rescue coverage on the afternoon of March 
12, and again on the afternoon of March 13, reporting helicopter rescues of 
people stranded on building rooftops. Its coverage of evacuation centres in-
creased on the evening of March 13, when it aired a pre-packaged news feature 
in which a reporter accompanied some evacuees going shopping, to find out 
what supplies they needed most.

Fuji Television spent the most airtime of all broadcasters on rescue opera-
tions during the 72 hours. Most of its reports were live coverage of helicopter 
rescue operations. On the morning of March 12 it broadcast live relays of rescues 
in several locations. In addition to commentary from reporters onboard the 
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Figure 1.	 Ratio of Evacuation centers and rescue operations in news coverage during 
the Great East Japan Earthquake 

helicopters, newscasters and commentators in the news studio described the 
ongoing rescue operations, explaining, for example, the difficulty of rescuing 
people while the aircraft are hovering. Even on the third day, in the evening 
of March 13, Fuji Television devoted more than half its monitored airtime to 
rescues.

There are many factors that may have contributed to the thematic differences 
between the networks, including different interpretations of news values, dif-
fering organisational cultures and professional practices, and variable access 
to sources. However we found that NHK treated the voices of survivors in 
evacuation camps as having more value for the audience than rescue opera-
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tions, especially on the third day when its satellite broadcasting trucks reached 
the evacuation centres, enabling live on-location reporting. Its more intense 
coverage of evacuee stories, compared to Fuji and Nippon services, is also 
consonant with its responsibility to help survivors in the disaster struck areas. 
NHK had helicopters and was capable of reporting the rescue operations, 
However, in accordance with NHK’s public value, it chose to report on the 
plight of evacuation camps and how people outside could help, prioritizing 
the public interest. 

Coverage of the nuclear accident at Fukushima 
One of the reasons the earthquake on 11 March 2011 had such a huge interna-
tional impact was related to the consequent meltdown of the Fukushima Daiichi 
nuclear power plant. The plant was built to withstand a tsunami of six meters 
in height. When the tsunami of more than 10-metres hit the plant, all of the fuel 
tanks for the emergency diesel generators were swept away and emergency 
power cells quickly submerged under water. All power supplies were cut and 
the nuclear reactor went out of control. Assessment of the damage and threat 
worsened over time and now, according to the International Nuclear Event 
Scale of IAEA, the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear accident is rated at level seven, 
the same as the Chernobyl accident (although the amount of radiation leaked 
remains one tenth of that at Chernobyl). Following the hydrogen explosion at 
the plant, there were widespread public concerns about whether Tokyo Elec-
tric Power Company, or TEPCO (the organisation responsible for the plant), 
and the Japanese government were dealing properly with the situation, given 
that their descriptions of the accident changed frequently. The government 
lost people’s trust, as many began to wonder whether it was telling the truth.

Despite the more numerous differences in coverage shown in our analysis, 
there is one similarity between the networks that stands out. That is in reporting 
about this nuclear accident. Figure 2 shows changes in the volume of nuclear 
accident news reports over time, with all three networks showing similar tim-
ing in the increase and reduction of news coverage. 

The peaks in the line graphs signal when problems were reported. The first 
peak comes when a hydrogen explosion occurred at Unit 1 of the Fukushima 
Daiichi nuclear power station. The second peak came when the networks 
acquired information on the possible hydrogen explosion at Unit 3. The third 
peak came when a hydrogen explosion actually occurred at 11:01 on March 14.

The fact that the volume of nuclear accident news reports increased at the 
same time on all three networks can partly be explained by their shared reli-
ance on official information sources, especially news conferences given by the 
government, TEPCO, and similarly responsible institutions. Why, then, did news 
reports on this issue decrease as sharply and at a relatively similar time later? 
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Figure 2.	 Ratio of reports on nuclear accidents 
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Ratio of Information Related to Nuclear Accident (Images)
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Ratio of Information Related to Nuclear Accident (Sound)

	  NHK TV	   Nippon Television	   Fuji Television

Again we suggest this can partly be explained by source availability, but also 
by “source capture” – a phenomenon of noted importance when privileged 
access to political information results in reduced critical examination of that 
material (Bruns 2008)

The volumes of news reports on the explosion at Unit 1 on March 12 at 
15: 36 remained high until 21:59. The volumes dropped at 22:00 at the three 
networks. We infer that this has something to do with Chief Cabinet Secretary 
Edano’s statement in a news conference at 20:41. He acknowledged, for the 
first time, that there had been a hydrogen explosion. However he went on to 
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say that the explosion had caused no damage to Unit 1’s containment vessel, in 
which the nuclear reactor sits. From shortly before noon into the afternoon of 
March 13, the volume of news reports on the nuclear accident decreased because 
the government had said there was no reason to fear a hydrogen explosion. 
After the hydrogen explosion occurred at Unit 3 on the morning of March 14, 
Nippon Television intensified its reporting of this accident as it had exclusive 
footage of the moment of the explosion. Fuji Television sharply reduced news 
reports on the explosion at around noon. NHK reduced them gradually. In its 
news programme at noon on March 14th, NHK reported Mr. Edano’s statement 
that after the hydrogen explosion, “the integrity of the containment vessel is 
maintained, and that the possibility is low that a large volume of radioactive 
materials has been scattered in the air”. 

One possible explanation for the sequential reduction in news reports on 
these nuclear accidents is that the news media as a whole accepted informa-
tion given by the government, playing down the risk of explosion without 
critically analysing the claims. Even if they had had doubts about government 
claims and sought out the opinions of independent experts, there was no way 
to verify their information while government was hiding crucial details. This 
source capture phenomenon arguably delayed the media’s awareness of how 
serious the accident actually was. 

The lack of critical scrutiny is important because this incident was of global 
concern and NHK’s informational role was not limited to the national inter-
est. NHK World broadcast Mr. Edano’s press conferences with simultaneous 
translations in the hourly headline news, Newsline and other extended news 
programmes. The Fukushima accident also had a significant impact on discus-
sions about nuclear power safety around the world. Germany and Switzerland 
began moving away from nuclear energy in response, partly at least, and the 
majority of Italian people voted “No” in their referendum on nuclear energy 
on June 13th, 2011 (Sato 2012). 

Limited lifeline information on TV
Table 2 shows how much the three broadcasters reported on information about 
emergency service lifelines during the first 72 hours. Here, the term “lifeline 
information” refers to information about electricity cuts or ‘blackouts’, problems 
or lack of same with water and gas supplies, telephone and other communica-
tions services, the situation for hospitals and medical services, etc.

There are very small ratios of airtime given to lifeline information during 
the study period compared to other types of programming, but NHK aired 
relatively more of this information than the other two broadcasters. Transport 
information, such as trains and bus service, traffic blockage and highway situ-
ations, received the most coverage. NHK devoted 7.6 per cent of its airtime in 
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sounds to this information, whereas for Nippon Television and Fuji Television 
the amount was about 4 per cent. 

Public discontent with NHK and the use of social media
The Great East Japan disaster was a complex, fast moving catastrophe that hit 
many people across a wide geographic area, affecting them in multiple and 
different ways. It is safe to say that the scale of this disaster would have pre-
sented most broadcasters with problems in delivering effective media coverage, 
and especially beyond the scope of the general television networks based in 
Tokyo. Our content analysis shows that overall reporting of the Fukushima 
Daiichi accidents by the three selected broadcasters was of a similar volume, 
intensity and timing, and we believe this was at least partly because the news 
media were largely dependent on government information and had limited 
alternative sources. NHK knew that the public needed and wanted more in-
formation and their reporters commented repeatedly that the government and 
TEPCO should provide residents and media with more essential information, 
signifying the frustration that all the news organisations were feeling. NHK 
nonetheless received public criticism of its nuclear reporting, largely based on 
audience perceptions that it was a part of a government ploy to play down, 
even to hide, the actual danger of the accidents. 

There were different reactions to the NHK’s coverage of nuclear accidents 
on social media. NHK news has three accounts on twitter: 1) ‘@nhk_news’, 2) 
‘@nhk_kabun’ (short for kagakubunka-bu, meaning science and culture news 
department), and 3) ‘@nhk_seikatsu’ (short for seikatsujyoho, meaning lifeline 
information). Among these, ‘@nhk_kabun’ handled disseminating information 
about the nuclear accidents. At first NHK tweeted the short versions of TV 
news about what was going on and tips for residents in Fukushima, such as in 

Table 3.	 Ratio of kinds of lifeline information reported 

	 NHK TV		  Nippon TV		 Fuji TV	

	 Images	 Sounds	 Images	 Sounds	 Images	 Sounds

Areas under power blackouts  
and information on blackouts	 0.9%	 1.8%	 0.5%	 1.8%	 0.1%	 0.9%

Transport information	 5.4	 7.6	 2.3	 4.0	 2.2	 3.8

Information on water and 
gas supplies	 0.3	 1.1	 0.2	 0.7	 0.0	 0.5

Information on telephone and 
other communications services	 0.4	 1.0	 0.1	 0.4	 0.1	 0.3

Information on hospitals and 
medical services	 0.5	 0.8	 0.3	 0.2	 0.1	 0.2 

Note: 100%=Entire 72 hours
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order “to avoid radiation exposure, change clothes and wash your hands and 
face when coming home from outside”. But responses mushroomed, such as 
“‘no immediate danger means there will be in the future?” and ”I need detailed 
explanation of the current radiation level of the Fukushima power plant”. NHK 
reporters tweeted answers, and those question and answer sessions received lots 
of positive reactions from the followers. Before the 3/11 disaster, the number 
of followers of NHK accounts was rather small, less than 5,000 for each tweet-
ing account because NHK used Twitter mainly for programme promotion, not 
for news reporting. At the end of April the number of followers of the three 
accounts had jumped to nearly 500 thousand. @nhk kabun, which started to 
disseminate information about the nuclear accidents, had 1.6 million page 
views a month, up from about 50 thousand a month previously. NHK science 
reporters were mainly caught up with TV and radio reporting and could not 
spend enough time and energy on this task for the Twitter audience, but our 
inquiries suggest they felt the importance and necessity of using social media 
will increase in the future disasters.

According to a survey NHK conducted in the Tohoku region, the informa-
tion that people needed but could not get from NHK TV was about food, water 
or gasoline supplies and electricity or transportation recovery. NHK made a 
point of periodically reporting the lifeline information it had in an organised 
way, following news reports related to the disaster. However in the face of 
such a broad-scale, ongoing catastrophe we argue that TV alone cannot meet 
individuals’ diversified and personalised information needs. We found audi-
ences today expect the internet to play an important part by enabling them to 
search for, request and discuss the specific kinds of information they need. NHK 
was slow to realise this demand for online services and it was only 3 weeks 
after the disaster that it set up a search function on its website. Our research 
suggests that NHK must improve its system of providing lifeline information, 
developing a cross-media strategy for broadcast, Internet and mobile phones 
to meet the needs and wants of the public. 

NHK’s duty is to disseminate disaster information, which in the past has 
mainly come from above. Although the public valued this service, as responses 
to the nuclear accidents clearly showed the public now expects more inter-
action with and through NHK. Public opinion will play an important part in 
developing NHK’s disaster reporting capacity. 

Human security: Public value from below
The discussion just concluded demonstrates that the move from PSB to PSM, 
and new digital publishing platforms, has not been smooth for NHK. But these 
problems are not only organisational and operational; they are also structural. 
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According to the Broadcasting Law, NHK is allowed to put its content online 
only after it is broadcast on TV and radio. To do live streaming requires permis-
sion from the Minister for Internal Affairs and Communications. However soon 
after the occurrence of the earthquake, one high school student began to offer 
live streaming of the NHK’s TV coverage on the U-stream, which is a breach of 
copyright law. U-stream called NHK to ask whether they should shut it down 
and NHK decided to let them continue without getting permission. NHK also 
co-operated with Google to use their Person Finder function for setting up 
a search system to locate missing persons’ names. In these instances NHK’s 
use of all media platforms to provide crisis information caused no complaint 
or criticism. In the pursuit of saving lives, which is the ultimate public value, 
everything else becomes secondary. But the essential legal and policy problems 
remain to be resolved, of course. 

Here the authors suggest the concept of ‘human security’ as a type of 
public value that is of the highest importance, and should be recognised as 
an essential duty of PSM everywhere. This is not the same thing as national 
security. The concept of ‘human security’ first appeared in the United Nations 
Development Programme, UNDP 1994 Human Development Report, which 
provides a people-centred perspective. It is based neither on the interests of 
any national government nor on market ‘fundamentalism’. Traditionally PSB’s 
functions were based mainly on political and cultural nation building, and the 
predominant attitude to audiences was paternalistic – at least until the era of 
deregulation in the 1980s (Jauert & Lowe 2005). Today PSM needs to take into 
consideration the wider context of human security, which sometimes goes 
beyond national borders, and certainly also will involve more than traditional 
broadcast services.

For example now that the radiation levels in Tokyo and in most Japanese 
regions, excepting the restricted area in Fukushima, have returned to normal, 
it is the role of NHK’s overseas broadcasting to report scientific and objective 
information on radiation safety to its audiences abroad. Since the March 2011 
nuclear accidents there has been a domestic ban on consumption of agri-
cultural products from, in and around Fukushima prefecture and fish caught 
near the coast and in some lakes. In turn, however, exports of agricultural 
products from elsewhere in Japan have dropped due to health concerns that 
aren’t actually valid. Products such as high-quality rice, fruits and powdered 
milk for babies were becoming popular especially in Asian and Middle Eastern 
markets prior to the disaster because of their safety and quality, and were well 
accepted despite their relatively higher prices compared with local goods. 
The perceived impact of radiation contamination is an important long-term 
informational and educational issue for NHK’s international services, not only 
for its domestic services, and in this case, at least, has economic and trade 
implications as well.
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It is widely anticipated that global warming will cause more abnormal 
weather in many parts of the world; more frequent incidence of torrential 
rains, stronger typhoons and hurricanes, and the collapse of lakes that hold 
water from melting glaciers in high mountains, as well as shrinking ice shelves 
in the polar regions. Today, the role of public service broadcasters in times 
of disaster is becoming more important than ever, for both domestic use and 
international use. NHK’s accumulated knowledge of reporting in disaster-prone 
Japan is being used in other countries to prepare for many different types of 
emergencies. Since the Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami in 2004, NHK has 
consulted with Asian public broadcasters on disaster reporting strategies, and 
hosted international conferences to improve the effectiveness and standards 
of emergency coverage.

In the past, the public values provided by PSB were conceived from above, 
via legislative remit and within the framework of national interest. That still 
remains largely the case. However in this era of global interdependencies, 
we argue there is a greater need to pursue public value ‘from below’, i.e. that 
responds to the self-defined needs of people on the ground rather than primar-
ily being defined by the state Historically the state’s role in pursuing human 
security for its citizens focused on keeping them safe from armed conflict and 
poverty. A newer critical, non-statist perspective suggests the pursuit of human 
security should be extended to social and environmental threats, and should 
promote the involvement of more actors including individuals, cultural groups 
and non-government organisations in defining relevant goals and activities 
(Naidoo 2001). In this view human security is in everybody’s interest, including 
the collective needs of the public, because it focuses on securing and protecting 
individual’s “freedom from want” and “freedom from fear” (Futamura, Hobson, 
Turner 2011). The authors argue, though it might be difficult to generalize, that 
‘human security’ is an important element of public value in a risk society and 
one key area where PSM can produce valued and valuable outcomes. 

At the risk of sounding overly self-congratulatory, we hazard to claim that 
NHK’s role in disaster reporting following the Great East Japan Earthquake 
has been vital to the nation and with potential importance far more broadly. 
Its multi-layered, multi-dimensional and in-depth media coverage has been 
highly acclaimed. 

A Nomura Institute survey (Nomura 2011) conducted immediately after the 
earthquake found that 81 per cent of respondents thought NHK was the most 
reliable source of information, while commercial television was at 57 per cent, 
followed by web portal sites at 43 per cent and newspapers at 36 per cent. 
The later is especially interesting and, we think, has much to do with the live 
nature of coverage for electronic media. The first ever live aerial image of the 
huge tidal wave rolling in was shot by an NHK helicopter and relayed overseas, 
where more than 2,000 television stations aired it. In the United States, at the 
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Public Television Programmers’ Association of the PBS General Assembly held 
in May 2011, and at the American Public Television’s programme distribution 
meeting held in November 2011, NHK received special awards and a standing 
ovation. In this sense NHK’s decision to expand into overseas broadcasting 
three years ago has finally paid off through the reception of international rec-
ognition for its coverage capacity.

Conclusion: PSM and new public value 
The research documented and analysed regarding NHK’s coverage of the Great 
East Japan Disaster in March, 2011 has examined some crucial challenges for 
public service media in a time when its relevance is threatened by the forces 
of commercialisation and growing complications and instability related to digi-
talisation. The public value of a public service media organisation is clearly 
tested in emergency situations, especially disasters. The research reported in 
this chapter has found clear distinctions between the roles of NHK and two 
commercial television networks during the 3/11 crisis in Japan. The commercial 
broadcasters tended to report incidents characterised by high-impact images, 
such as a building fire or helicopter rescues, whereas NHK focused more on 
safety and public service information, such as tsunami warnings and informa-
tion about evacuation sites, food and water supply, and medical facilities. Of 
course there were problems with NHK, and the commercial networks did 
provide needed services for the public as well, but on balance there are clear 
differences in what was prioritised and how coverage was handled – differ-
ences that suggest, at least, the higher public value of this publically funded 
and oriented institution. 

In this study we have demonstrated how the historic paternalism of PSB, 
which historically also shaped Japan’s national political identity and cultural 
frames of reference, has given way due to the need to satisfy the information 
needs of a more diversified and international society, as well as the more ac-
tive consumption and production practices of digital media users. During this 
disaster we saw greater public use of social media to gather and exchange 
information. The importance of this highlights the need for NHK to move more 
quickly and comprehensively in digital media platforms, which had been slow 
prior to 3/11. Online services for the public clearly became more of a priority, 
evident in special web reporting pages that have been developed, specialist 
microblogging channels, improved search facilities, streamed emergency news 
allowed, and collaboration with Google on missing persons services.

NHK is required by its audiences to serve their information needs in an 
astonishing variety and depth, demonstrating that the traditional ‘public value 
from above’ approach that was characteristic of PSB broadcasting isn’t suffi-
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cient for managing disaster media and communication today. The organisation 
must be of value to a much greater extent for a more participative, digitally 
networked public. Disaster reporting remains a vital social responsibility and a 
valued role for PSM, but we would argue that the very meaning of being pub-
lic is changing, and therefore NHK’s future depends on addressing its “public 
value from below”. This requires remedying a range of inter-related problems, 
some operational and others organisational – and some, as earlier noted, also 
structural. At base, public value is in large part perceptual – it is keyed to what 
people see as having value. In our view, the highest public value lies in taking 
care of a society’s need for human security. 

The Great East Japan Disaster, like the massive floods in Thailand in 2011 
or the impact of Hurricane Katrina in the USA in 2005, and in numerous other 
natural disasters this century – and which seem to be growing in number and 
intensity as global weather patterns change – all illustrate the far-reaching con-
sequences of events that affect everyone, the collective as well as individuals. 
All of this has evident implications for the security of individuals and com-
munities, and lies beyond the still acknowledged importance of the security 
of the nation. The Asian region in particular faces frequent catastrophes and, 
given the prospect of more extreme natural weather events, disaster reporting 
is arguably a core need for development as one of the key strengths of public 
service media everywhere. It is, moreover, an aspect of increasing relevance 
to cross-border emergencies and dependencies.
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Media Literacy Promotion  
as a Form of Public Value?

Comparing the Media Literacy Promotion Strategies  
of the BBC, ZDF and RAI

Stoyan Radoslavov

Given the increasing relevance of the public value concept for the institutional 
legitimation of public service broadcasters [PSBs] in Europe, it has become 
necessary to study the value to the public of concrete public service functions. 
This chapter focuses on analysing one such function: PSBs’ promotion of media 
literacy. Following Patricia Aufderheide (1993: 3) media literacy is understood 
as “the ability to access, analyze, evaluate and create messages in a variety of 
forms”. Promotion is understood as the efforts of public service broadcasters to 
raise the level of media literacy among their publics, which I argue ‒ is a case 
of creating public value. In order to analyse media literacy promotion from a 
public value perspective I structure the chapter along three public value dimen-
sions, that have so far shaped the public value debate in Europe: instrumental, 
substantial and process value (Radoslavov & Thomass, 2011). 

In a first step I consider the instrumental dimension, which has up to now 
dominated PSB’s strategic relation to media literacy, and its policy discussion 
of its achievements in this field. This dimension is best characterised by what 
I define as a ‘best practice approach’, which I analyse from an economic 
perspective, situating media literacy related programmes as merit goods, 
premised on the work of Richard Musgrave (1957). The chapter then works 
to grasp the substantial dimension of media literacy with a particular focus on 
academic and political readings. After that I compare and analyse case studies 
of media literacy promotion strategies in three PSB organisations in Europe: 
the BBC (UK), ZDF (Germany) and RAI (Italy). These case studies are built 
on expert interviews and incorporate both the substantial and process public 
value dimensions of media literacy promotion by addressing its definition 
(what), authorisation (why), operationalisation and evaluation (how) within 
the three institutions. 

Chapter 11
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The instrumental dimension of media literacy promotion
In the beginning of 2012 the European Broadcasting Union [EBU] issued its 
first viewpoint on media literacy. The paper demonstrates the strategic position 
of PSB in Europe regarding the promotion of media literacy and highlights its 
value for society. Here media literacy is defined as “the ability to access the 
media, to understand and critically evaluate its content and communicate over a 
range of platforms” (EBU 2012: 1). The viewpoint distinguishes three purposes, 
central to the promotion of media literacy: 1) bridging the digital divide, 2) 
empowering citizens to democracy, and 3) creating a trusted space. Importantly 
it explains how these purposes are realised by showcasing best practices by 15 
broadcasters or PSB alliances that demonstrate how those organisations create 
public value by means of media literacy promotion. Examples are provided, 
as illustrated in Table 1 below.

Table 1. 

Encouraging online engagement
First Click, BBC, UK
First Click helps people who would not ordinary use a computer to access a step-by-step 
beginner’s guide to computers and the internet. The guide demystifies the internet and builds 
online confidence.

www.bbc.co.uk/connect/campaigns/first_click.shtml

Platform for expression
Logo! Wahlcity, ZDF, Germany
This interactive game encourages young people to form their own political parties and take 
part in virtual elections. In this way, they become familiar with the German political system and 
engage in policy-maling initiatives. After the launch, the project attracted 2.9 million visitors in 
its first month.

www.tivi.de/fernsehen/logo/start/index.html’

Fostering a media-savvy public
Amnesia, Rai, radio 2, Italy
This daily drama unfolds from the point of view of a radio presenter suffering amnesia, who 
depends on public input to ‘recall general culture and history’. Presented as a ‘true story’, this 
multimedia project is fed by live telephone calls from listeners, highlighting the importance to 
critically follow and interpret media content.

www.radio.rai.it/radio2/amnesia/

Source: EBU Viewpoint on Media Literacy, 2012.

The featured best practices are heterogeneous: interactive platforms, televi-
sion series, browser games and public campaigns all seem to promote media 
literacy aspects in their specific and not strictly educational ways. Adopting 
this broad conception of media literacy promotion allows for greater political 
leeway when defining the public service mission – media literacy promotion 
is elegantly used as a legitimating argument for a much broader range of pub-
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lic service programmes1, and not only for programmes typically described or 
understood as ‘educational’. 

When PSBs address the subject of media literacy in policy debates they usu-
ally name and praise a broad spectrum of projects and programme examples 
(Labourdette 2010; ZDF 2010; Mohr 2003), which serve to prove public value. 
They formulate abstract, normative purposes and then showcase concrete 
best practices, that demonstrate how those purposes are fulfilled – a discourse 
strategy I define as a ‘best practice approach’ and which, I argue, is central to 
the instrumental dimension of public value. 

From a media economics perspective those best practices can be regarded 
as examples of ‘merit goods’ because PSBs presume that increasing the media 
literacy of publics has merit for society at large, beyond the particular benefits 
enjoyed by an individual (see Musgrave 1957: 34-36 for a fuller discussion 
of merit goods). The merit goods label is usually applied to specific kinds of 
media forms and genres, especially news and education programmes, whose 
production and consumption is considered socially desirable (Kiefer 2005; Col-
lins 1998: 369; Brown 1997), have benefits not just for individuals but society 
as a whole. Thus where the market is not able to deliver an adequate supply 
of such programming, at a price that individuals will support, regulators should 
intervene to ensure its sufficiency through public sector provision.

The insufficient supply of media merit goods has gradually become one 
of the three characteristic market failure arguments used to legitimate public 
intervention in broadcasting markets when assessed from an economic perspec-
tive (Solberg 2007: 294; BBC 2004: 44-45; Brown1996: 7-9, and see the chapter 
by Berg et al in this volume). This perspective highlights PSB’s merit for the 
society on the basis of socio-economic rationale that validates, for those in 
agreement, public intervention in broadcasting markets. The EBU Viewpoint, 
for example, ascribes First Click, (BBC, U.K) as having the merit of bridging the 
digital divide, Amnesia (RAI, Italy) and Wahlcity (ZDF, Germany) as possessing 
the merit of advancing active citizenship (EBU 2012: 2-4). Viewed from this 
perspective media literacy best practice activities can be understood to have 
instrumental value for the debate that is necessary to legitimate PSB. The best-
practice approach can be therefore ascribed to the instrumental dimension of 
the public value debate. As Radoslavov and Thomass argue, this dimension 
implies a rather pragmatic understanding of public value, which subordinates 
the concept to a broader legitimation strategy, based among others on high-
lighting the provision of merit goods (2011: 175). 

This understanding of merit goods has played a role in recent policy and 
academic interpretations of public value. The BBC, which introduced Mark 
Moore’s (1995) concept to the field of PSB policy in 2004, argued that public 
value results from the sum of the individual value, economic value and citizen 
value that its programmes create. Citizen value is defined as an “uplift over and 
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above individual value, that is the additional value that people recognise extends 
beyond their personal gain, perhaps even from services they don’t themselves 
use” (BBC 2004: 45). Thus, citizen value is based on PSMs’ social contribu-
tion, and the production of meritorious, collective benefits that go beyond the 
preferences of consumers (which are largely about seeking individual value), 
and of market players (largely about securing economic value)2. Although the 
BBC relies on different indicative measures (willingness to pay analysis, expert 
panels, evidence based impact tracking) to grasp citizen value, in the end the 
broadcaster concedes that it remains a complex concept dependent on subjec-
tive judgement (BBC 2004: 84). This definitional drawback has been central to 
disputes about merit goods from the concept’s formulation and leads inevitably 
to its most controversial manifestation: paternalism. “Since merit goods imply 
a more or less intrusive interference with individuals’ (revealed) preferences, 
they have always been accompanied by the suspicion of representing the 
first step on the slippery slope of paternalism” (D’Amico 2009: 3). The idea of 
experts deciding which content or services should be delivered to the public, 
and what is inherently in their best interests – even if contrary to personal 
preference – has always been the Achilles heel of the concept of merit goods, 
and of the classical conception of PSB. Even if one accepts the principle that 
PSBs know better than individual consumers about which content has merit, 
one still must ask: how might they arrive at those judgements, and ascribe 
citizen value to their choices? In Moore’s view the tendency to idiosyncrasy is 
common to public managers (1995: 39).

Thus, if public value claims are susceptible to idiosyncratic paternalism, how 
can we grasp the public value of media literacy promotion by public service 
broadcasters? How do we make sure that the merits of the EBU’s best practices 
approach are proven rather than simply asserted? Handling that requires that we 
go beyond the instrumental dimension and look more closely at the substantial 
dimensions of concepts like media literacy and public value.

The substantial dimension of media literacy promotion
In defining ‘public value’ Moore highlights roles he considers significant: public 
sector managers and public service institutions create substantial value for the 
public in the activities they perform, such as reducing pollution, improving 
health, preventing crime, and so forth. Policies and institutions should be re-
quired, he argues, to produce not only outputs, but outcomes that have inherent 
and obviously substantial value for society. Can we then ascribe such value to 
media literacy and its public sector promotion? 

Aufderheide’s (1993) skills-based definition of media literacy still has a con-
ceptual impact, 20 years on, in both academic and political circles. Of course 
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this is only one definition amongst many3, but its long lasting career can be at-
tributed to its ‘openness’ (Livingstone 2004: 4), which renders it flexible enough 
to accommodate differing, often even controversial, readings. 

To date media literacy research has been primarily of a theoretical nature 
with empirical studies being the exception rather than the rule (Jarren & Was-
smer 2009: 47; Livingstone 2004: 3; Baacke 1996: 119). Media literacy remains 
a variable and normative concept, which imbues the public adoption of new 
communication technologies, products and processes with normative and 
often socio-political imperatives. PSBs guided provision of mobile apps is for 
example often associated with granting universal access and bridging the digital 
divide (EBU 2012: 2). 

The media literacy debate at the EU level is another example of what one 
might characterise as ‘normative overload’ for the concept. Since 2006 both 
the EU Parliament and Commission have been very active in efforts to frame 
media literacy as an object of EU policy. The EC’s Communication from 2007 
defines media literacy as “the ability to access the media, to understand and 
to critically evaluate different aspects of the media and media contents, and 
to create communications in a variety of contexts” (EC 2007). This definition 
is in line with Aufderheide’s broad understanding and is regarded as the basis 
for all further actions and initiatives by EU, including the assessment of media 
literacy levels (Ding 2008: 5). Three years later the EC’s Digital Agenda adopts 
a different reading, however, that focuses on the importance of cultivating 
digital skills and competencies in a knowledge economy (EC 2010). There the 
instrumental character of digital literacies becomes central at the expense of the 
EC’s focus on critical media knowledge. It has to be acknowledged though, that 
there have been efforts on EU-Level to fill the ‘empirical vacuum’ surrounding 
the concept of media literacy. 

In 2007 the Audiovisual Media Services Directive (AVMSD) introduced a 
reporting obligation for the Commission on media literacy levels in all Mem-
ber States (§26). By collecting and analysing media literacy data in different 
Member States, the European Association for Viewers’ Interests [EAVI] “Study 
on Assessment Criteria for Media Literacy Levels“ from 2009 extracted a basic 
set of indicators on an individual and environmental scale (the latter includes 
the contribution of public service media) that allows for a both qualitative and 
quantitative assessment of media literacy levels in the countries and enables 
comparisons between the Member States (EAVI 2009).

As a result of its inherent normativity, media literacy turns out to be sus-
ceptible to divergent political readings. Its substantial dimension can therefore 
not be assessed without considering the normative purposes media literacy 
is expected to fulfil. In that regard, the promotion of media literacy can take 
on different shapes and serve different political ends, as broadly captured by 
Livingstone et al (2005: 3) in three categories:
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	 1)	 Democracy, participation and active citizenship

	 2)	 Knowledge economy, competitiveness and choice

	 3)	 Lifelong learning, cultural expression and personal fulfilment

These normative categories can be weighted differently, depending on the 
relevant media and political system. It can be argued that the substantial di-
mension of media literacy depends mostly on the socio-political context in 
which it is embedded.

The substantial dimension of the public value debate
As earlier chapters have discussed more fully the public value debate that has 
been shaping PSM policy in Europe since 2004 is about the institution’s pur-
pose, first, and also its value in performance. These are also clearly subject to 
largely normative readings of public value (e.g. Radoslavov & Thomass 2011; 
Karmasin 2009; Hasebrink 2007), which makes the quest for a common sub-
stantial dimension of the public value debate in Europe difficult. 

The consensual foundations for a common reading of public value by Eu-
rope’s public broadcasters were established in the Amsterdam Protocol in 1997, 
which postulates that: “the system of public broadcasting in the Member States 
is directly related to the democratic, social and cultural needs of each society”. 
The phrase ‘each society’ is important because it demonstrates differentiation 
in the wider ‘common market’. Since 1997 broadcasters and legislators in the 
Member States have been wrestling with the implications, however, as they are 
under pressure to constantly (re-)define PSM remits and must do so in balance 
with (and against) the principles of internal market competition. The ex-ante 
assessment approach described in chapter 3 is the characteristic example of a 
generalisable policy result. 

In 2006 the BBC constructed this fundamental orientation on the claim that, 
“for us, public value is the sum of the civic, social and cultural benefits the BBC 
delivers when it meets its public purposes” (Thompson 2006). That formulation 
was adopted for largely instrumental purposes, however, in the context of BBC 
Charter renewal (Lee et al 2011). In Germany the approach was adopted in 2009 
and the benchmarks for approving a PSM service were directly referred to as the 
democratic, social and cultural values it would provide (Hasebrink 2009: 10). 

Certainly the ways those values are weighed and interpreted within the 
Member States differ (Donders & Moe 2011) and this can be ascribed to the 
diverging cultural, political, historical and economic foundations within coun-
tries that have shaped their national media regulation and constituted different 
public value constructs on often distinctive bases. Building upon Hallin and 
Mancini’s (2004) three media system models, Karmasin (2009: 95) identifies 
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three ideal conceptions of public value’s substantial dimension, which vary 
according to the weight they ascribe to different values of public broadcast-
ing: public value as a public good, public value as a cultural good and public 
value as a democratic good.

The interpretation of ‘public value as a public good’ highlights the societal 
relevance of programming and its non-rivalrous and non-excludable aspects, 
from an economic perspective. The conception is implemented to compen-
sate for market failure in liberal economy systems e.g. in the United Kingdom 
and Germany. The interpretation of ‘public value as a cultural good’ connects 
the merit character of broadcasting to the promotion of cultural and national 
identity, and thus operates as a counterweight to economic realities impacting 
the media. This is especially true in France and Italy, but as well in small states 
including Denmark, Norway and Sweden (Moe 2009: 190). The interpretation 
of ‘public value as a democratic good’ is orientated towards the ideal political 
tasks of the media. In this understanding PSM safeguards plurality of opinions 
and supports an active public sphere. According to Hallin and Mancini this 
can mostly be seen with the democratic-corporatist model characteristic of 
Germany, Austria or the Netherlands.

Looking at both media literacy and public value it seems that neither concept 
has any inherent or universal substantial public value dimension. The realisa-
tion of both depends on normative and often politicised readings that evolve 
around the idea of PSM purpose. Therefore, when comparing media literacy 
readings among the broadcasters, it is important to keep in mind that each 
represents a particular prescriptive context and political process.

The process dimension of media literacy promotion 
As indicated earlier three of the essential normative purposes the EBU (2012) 
associates with improvements in media literacy include creating a trusted space, 
bridging the digital divide, and empowering citizens to democracy. These aims 
sound ambitious, which is fine of course, but as Livingstone (2011: 31) has 
observed, “At the same time, the field of media literacy is characterised by a 
very considerable gap between aims and implementation, for the means are 
generally insufficient for the ends”. So in order to analyse media literacy promo-
tion from a public value perspective it is necessary to focus on both the aims 
and the implementation – a process that has been often referred to as media 
education (Bachmair 2010; Süss et al. 2010; Buckingham 2005). 

Media education history has been shaped by two paradigms, protection 
and promotion, that hinge on variance in defining the way ‘the public’ is ap-
proached (Celot 2008). The protectionist stance, which prevailed in debate 
before the 1980s, is based on the concept of a passive recipient who needs to 
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be protected from harmful media content. Preventive measures and restrictive 
sanctions against media providers dominated this paradigm. 

The gradual deregulation of media industries in Europe brought also a 
paradigmatic shift within the process of media education. Within the spirit of 
self- and co-regulation, media providers were no longer subjects of restrictive 
regulation (protection of minors, for example) but rather partners in the pro-
cess of media education. Their goal was no longer to protect the public but to 
raise public awareness through information campaigns and to encourage users 
to autonomously access, analyse and evaluate media contents. Protection was 
gradually replaced by the objective of promotion. In line with the theme in 
this chapter, media literacy promotion refers to the active participation of PSM 
in the process of media education. 

In Moore’s understanding public value strategies have to go beyond the 
substantial public value dimension, that includes normative definitions and 
purposes, and to also focus on organisational implementation (Moore 1995: 
74). This is about process value4, which addresses the why and how of media 
literacy promotion and which involves a complex and interdependent process 
of authorisation, operationalisation and evaluation5. In order to incorporate the 
process dimension into the case study analysis it will be necessary to go beyond 
the ‘what’ of the substantial dimension and include the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of the 
process dimension that media literacy promotion implies. The following case 
studies are structured along four aspects relevant to this purpose: definition, 
authorisation, operationalisation and evaluation. 

Case studies: BBC, ZDF and RAI
The three PSM case studies originate from countries that represent Karamasin’s 
different public value readings as discussed earlier. The BBC (UK) is therefore 
expected to put more weight on creating public value as a public good, ZDF 
(Germany) on public value as a democratic good, and RAI (Italy) on public 
value as a cultural good. This does not mean, that any of the institutions would 
neglect the other two readings. The case studies feature large public service 
institutions from big media markets that have sufficient financial and institutional 
resources to develop an own strategy of media literacy promotion. 

As institutions do not always speak for themselves in documentary terms, 
the case studies are based on expert interviews with those PSM-practitioners 
entrusted with the co-ordination of media literacy promotion within their institu-
tions. Martin Wilson, Head of Media Literacy (BBC),Dr. Gunnar Krone, Trustee 
for the Protection of Minors (ZDF), Markus Nikel, Consultant RaiEducational 
(RAI) and Maria Bollini, Head of Children Programming RaiTreBambini (RAI) 
were interviewed between 12th September and 12th November 20106. 
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This method allowed exploration of the way practitioners read and reason 
the process of media literacy promotion, with the aim of studying the internal 
logics of the institutions they represent (Feeling & Gottwald 2008: 8). In ac-
cordance with the theoretical reflections so far, the interviews focus on the 
strategic questions of media literacy promotion: what (substantial dimension), 
why and how (process dimension).

BBC, United Kingdom
Definition: In defining media literacy, the BBC refers to Ofcom, the British 
regulator’s definition. As entrusted by the Communications Act (2003), Ofcom 
is responsible for the active U.K. promotion of media literacy and defines it as 
“the ability to access, understand and create content in a variety of contexts” 
(Ofcom 2004: 2) The BBC’s online media literacy platform was named ‘Con-
nect’ and places the emphasis on access and digital skills7. The BBC envisions 
the media literate individual as a ‘confident user’ of new media – it is therefore 
the BBC’s task to accompany people on their learning journeys from ‘media 
rejecters’ to ‘confident users’ of digital media (Wilson 2010). 

Authorisation: The BBC’s activities in the promotion of media literacy are 
largely legitimated by the sixth public purpose in its public value strategy, 
“helping to deliver to the public the benefits of emerging communications 
technologies and services” (BBC Trust 2010a: 4). Within that context, the BBC 
interprets its primary task as improving access to and handling of new digital 
technologies. This demands achieving one essential objective: universal access 
for all UK license-fee payers not only to the BBC’s digital content, but to public 
services in general. According to Wilson this approach stems from the implica-
tions of the UK government’s broadband initiative Digital Britain (DCMS 2009): 
“Because we are going through huge policy changes here, and people are going 
to have to relate to, talk to government websites in order to get benefits and 
upload information, with other words there is a level of media literacy now 
that everybody needs” (Wilson 2010). The UK Government’s White Paper on 
the BBC Charter Review argues that: “the BBC continues to play a leading role 
in the development of a media literate population in the UK, helping people 
to understand and access new communications technologies and underpinning 
personal creativity in the digital age” (DCMS, 2006: 14). The BBC’s reach and 
trustworthiness become powerful aspects of this policy instrument within the 
framework of a national digital strategy.

Operationalisation: In October 2009, the BBC’s Director General, Mark 
Thompson, established a separate media literacy unit with a core team of six 
members. Its tasks comprise the co-ordination of media literacy initiatives by 
working closely with all relevant departments, evaluating available resources, 
selecting and branding existing output by “making it look like a coherent of-
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fering” (Wilson 2010). As the media literacy unit disposes of its own budget, 
it is also able to commission media literacy programmes within the BBC, out-
source campaigns and conduct relevant research. The media literacy unit is 
also responsible for packaging media literacy content on platforms and linking 
those assets to each other. 

One of the most crucial tasks for the media literacy unit is to raise the BBC’s 
staff awareness of the importance of promoting media literacy, which goes 
beyond the institutional boundaries of the media literacy unit and is perceived 
as a task for the whole corporation.BBC Learning is primarily responsible for 
delivering basic educational content, BBC Academy offers more advanced voca-
tional training, BBC Marketing is commissioned with the development of trailers 
and campaigns, and BBC Audiences with long term evaluation of the output.

Evaluation: One of the main purposes for establishing the media literacy unit 
within the BBC in 2009 has been to deliver tangible results for the promotion 
of media literacy. The unit relies mostly on quantitative criteria like audience 
reach, level of satisfaction surveys, quantity of feedback and long term tracking 
research. It also implements qualitative criteria by inquiring into the extent to 
which the BBC has helped people to better understand the digital environ-
ment and emerging technologies. However, research and assessment are not 
directly conducted by the unit but rather commissioned from BBC Audiences or 
external research companies, which then develop their own criteria and vari-
ables. The BBC Trust also actively commissions research in the field of media 
literacy in its responsibilities for oversight and evaluation of BBC fulfilment of 
the six public purposes8.

ZDF, Germany 
Definition: ZDF has not undertaken independent theoretical work on the sub-
ject so far and employs existing definitions from studies in media pedagogy 
and quotes Baacke’s well established definition of Medienkompetenz, which 
divides media literacy into four basic components: use, knowledge, critical 
understanding and creativity (Baacke 1997: 123). This definition is considered 
dynamic enough to encompass the socio-technical changes induced by media 
convergence: “Until now we have not had enough reasons to consider the Ger-
man definition inappropriate. Instead, we have always followed the traditional 
line“ (Krone 2010).

The institutional reading of media literacy embeds the concept into a rather 
legalistic dichotomy, which differentiates between restrictive and preventive 
protection of minors in the media (restriktiver und präventiver Jugendmedi-
enschutz). Promoting media literacy becomes a sub-domain of the preventive 
protection of minors in the media and serves as a proactive instrument in that 
special field, which has some implications for the way media literacy is read. 
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Keywords like ‘danger’, ‘risk’ and ‘harm’ shape media literacy discourse on 
an institutional scale9. The ideal type of a media literate individual is a media 
user who is capable of recognising and also evading problematic aspects of 
media communication, like violence, cybermobbing, information overflow, etc. 
(Krone 2010). ZDF is therefore expected to provide a secure space where us-
ers (children, but also parents) can acquire the necessary competencies (ibid).

Authorisation: ZDF’s primary involvement in the promotion of media literacy 
derives from the German Constitution, which underlines the fundamental rights 
of minors and the necessity for their protection (GG §1, §5 (2) and §6). The 
position of the media literacy expert is a result of the Interstate Treaty on the 
Protection of Minors (Jugendmedienschutzstaatsvertrag), which obliges televi-
sion channels with national coverage and more than 50 employees to appoint 
a trustee for the protection of minors (JMStV: §7 (1)). This explains why the 
media literacy promotion within the institution adopts a more protectionist 
stance. ZDF’s role here derives mostly from a general responsibility to safeguard 
minors’ fundamental rights and is addressed as “an important element of the 
social responsibility of public service broadcasting” (Krone 2010). 

Operationalisation: ZDF’s Jugendschutzbeauftragte monitors ZDF’s pro-
gramme output with the purpose of preventing the transmission of potentially 
harmful content for vulnerable groups, especially children and adolescents. 
With media literacy being understood as part of the preventive protection of 
minors, it falls also within the competence of that particular position. So, apart 
from managing complaints and feedback from the audience, the trustee also 
works on raising critical media awareness for media consumption. Thus, initiat-
ing, co-ordinating and presenting media literacy campaigns and programmes 
belongs to that second part of his functions. 

Other editorial entities, children programming and the department for 
new media also contribute to the promotion of media literacy – their initia-
tives are spread throughout genres and platforms. Similar to the BBC, ZDF’s 
Jugendschutzbeauftragte’s function is to package the delivered output, mostly 
by submitting media literacy promotion reports to the Director General, the 
Television Council and to the general public. 

The introduction of the ex-ante-assessment (Dreistufentest) in Germany has 
also boosted the impetus-setting function of the Television Council (Fernsehrat). 
Whereas the promotion of media literacy has become an oft mentioned criterion 
in the process of ex ante assessment of online services, the council has gradu-
ally acquired the competence to formulate suggestions that often address the 
promotion of media literacy as a normative objective of programme making10. 

Evaluation: Although ZDF’s research department is very active in gathering 
data on media consumption of children and adolescents, the concrete impact 
of ZDF’s media literacy programmes and campaigns remains unknown. Devel-
oping and institutionalising media literacy research at the broadcaster’s level is 



216

STOYAN RADOSLAVOV

regarded as unfeasible because such research would go beyond the limits of 
the public service remit (Krone 2010). When assessing concrete media literacy 
programmes their makers mostly refer to typical broadcasting data, like audience 
reach, audience feedback and expert critique. The content analysis of audience 
feedback remains the most common qualitative research tool the broadcaster 
implies to explore the impact of its media literacy promotion. 

RAI, Italy
Definition: The Italian public service broadcaster doesn’t have its own unique 
definition of media literacy. In fact, the phrase is not common in the relevant 
policy discourse and there is no Italian translation for ‘media literacy’. Instead, 
both experts interviewed in this study referred to the term ‘media education’ 
and its definition was coined by a civil society organisation, MED – the Italian 
Association for Media Education. They define media education as “an educa-
tive and didactic activity which should develop the critical information and 
comprehension of young people regarding the nature and types of media, the 
techniques media practitioners use in order to construct messages and produce 
meaning, the genres and the special languages”11. In the view of RAI practition-
ers the media literate individual is a young media user who is able to critically 
understand (mostly audiovisual) media communication, differentiate among 
media languages, and produce his or her own messages. 

Authorisation: Although media literacy promotion might be indirectly 
regarded as part of RAI’s educational remit, there is no statutory obligation 
or requirement. According to the educational remit the public broadcaster is 
inter alia accountable for raising critical understanding of contents among its 
audiences (Nikel 2010). This vague purpose might legitimate media literacy 
projects and initiatives, but it does not actively require them. 

The rather loose authorisation framework gives more leeway for personal 
normative readings of RAI’s s role in promoting media literacy. On the one hand, 
Nikel ascribes the promotion of media literacy to the purpose of increasing the 
public’s ability to acquire critical distance from a very commercialised media 
landscape. Although television is a constant topic in Italian societal discourse, 
he wishes for more transparency regarding commercial affiliations of Italian 
television, as well as more critical understanding among citizens of the basics 
of commercial communication, such as sponsoring, product placement, public 
relations (Nikel 2010). On the other hand, raising television awareness among 
children is the main normative objective in Bollini’s practical interpretation of 
media literacy. She perceives it as “the competence to understand what hap-
pens behind the screen, how do contents go on air, who works there, how 
contents are produced”(Bollini 2010). Although they differ in their conception 
of target groups and normative purposes, both readings find their legitimation 
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in the deficits of Italian television society where fiction and reality are difficult 
to separate. 

Operationalisation: RAI does not have a separate body dealing with me-
dia literacy promotion. Media literacy output is primarily delivered by RaiTre 
Bambini and RaiEducational, the former a generalist channel’s offer for chil-
dren and the later a thematic channel with marginal audience shares. Whereas 
RaiTreBambini addresses children in an ‘edutainment’ mode and promotes 
media literacy among others, RaiEducational is explicitly dedicated to educa-
tional and learning purposes. The division of media literacy promotion leads 
to a lack of a coherent strategy for media education on an institutional level. 

Evaluation: Because RAI depends on advertising for more than half of its total 
revenues, it is not surprising that audience share functions as the main success 
criterion for programmes overall, including those that promote media literacy 
(Bollini 2010). On the institutional level there are no specific media literacy 
criteria. Both educational and children’s programming rely on complementary 
qualitative reception studies to assess the success of particular programmes 
with an educational profile. Whereas RaiTreBambini has developed long 
term co-operation with the University of Torino for conducting those studies, 
RaiEducational relies on partnership with the Italian Ministry of Education, 
which co-funds several educational programmes and therefore evaluates their 
impact among particular target groups (students and teachers mostly). The 
experts interviewed have to legitimate those complementary studies with the 
specific nature of educational broadcasting: “Because of their public value 
and their learning-effects, educational programs need more attention than 
mainstream broadcasting (Nikel 2010). In an institution that defines itself as a 
mainstream broadcaster, however, such initiatives of complementary evaluation 
do not seem to be the established institutional practice.

Summary analysis of the three cases
Definitions: None of the three institutions has adopted a common media literacy 
definition (say from the EU or the EBU) or developed their own. They use ex-
isting, nationally conceived definitions conceived by regulatory bodies (BBC), 
scholars (ZDF) or civil society organisations (RAI). These place the emphasis 
of media literacy on different aspects. Whereas the BBC stresses the positive 
external effects of digital media, ZDF focuses on preventing the negative ones. 
In contrast, the Italian broadcaster focuses on television and the ability of the 
user to critically decipher the language of television. 

The broadcasters’ readings of media literacy promotion depend strongly 
on pre-existing institutional and political frameworks and therefore diverge 
in their substantial dimension. The readings of media literacy take different 
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directions and have diverse normative purposes in the three case studies. To 
some extent the normative readings of media literacy correspond to the public 
value models, however, as discussed above. 

In the case of the BBC, universal access to digital media is perceived as a 
public good. As the market has difficulties in closing that gap alone, public 
service media’s intervention is legitimated mainly as a compensation for mar-
ket failure. ZDF’s normative approach towards media literacy can be roughly 
categorised within the reading of public value as a democratic good because 
there media literacy (Medienkompetenz)is perceived as a prerequisite for en-
joying the benefits of a democratic public sphere. 

In the case of RAI there is little relation between the broadcaster’s reading 
of media literacy and the value of this for the Italian public. RAI’s approach 
towards media literacy in a strongly ‘televised’ society has a stronger relation 
to public value as a democratic good than to public value as a cultural good. 
One possible reason for this discrepancy could lie in the high level of person-
alised media literacy promotion within the institution. In contrast to the detailed 
normative backbones that the BBC and ZDF refer to, when translating media 
literacy into practice, RAI’s media literacy practitioners refer to less formal and 
binding definitions and purposes. 

Authorisation: Compared to the other broadcasters, media literacy promotion 
seems to be of highest relevance for the BBC as it is directly derived from the 
institution’s sixth public purpose. However, the promotion of media literacy is 
not conceived as a distinct public value strategy but rather as an instrumental 
asset within a broader governmental policy framework (i.e. Digital Britain). 
ZDF, on the other hand, derives authority from the existing legal provisions on 
national level as it must contribute to the preventive protection of the rights of 
minors. Due to the nature of this authorisation process, the institution adopts a 
more protectionist stance towards the promotion of media literacy. Both BBC 
and ZDF reflect and advocate their involvement within the context of ‘norma-
tive backbones’– in each case a national policy, either as a programme in the 
U.K or with constitutional foundations in Germany. The Italian broadcaster 
on the other hand derives that task only indirectly from its educational remit, 
which results in the more traditional understanding of media literacy promo-
tion as media education. Media literacy promotion is primarily authorised by 
the personal initiatives of its employees. 

Operationalisation: The promotion of media literacy in all three broadcast-
ers is decentralised and spread across different units within the institutions. 
Programme departments, marketing, and research all approach the subject from 
different perspectives. The media literacy experts interviewed for this study 
praise this decentralised approach as advocating the heterogeneity of media 
literacy output and normative readings. In contrast to their Italian colleagues, 
those responsible for media literacy at the BBC and ZDF are not directly in-
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volved in programme making and have a more strategic position. They do 
affect media literacy output by actively interacting with programme makers 
and by (re-)packaging and presenting their output. 

Evaluation: In all case studies, research departments, external consultancy 
companies, university institutes apply their own methodologies and respectively 
their own criteria of evaluation for media literacy. Although all three broadcasters 
commission qualitative reception studies, audience share and reach remain the 
key criteria everywhere that decide the success of a particular media literacy 
programme. All experts interviewed would like to have both quantitative and 
qualitative assessment criteria tailored for the impact evaluation of media lit-
eracy promotion, however.

Conclusions
The chapter explored media literacy promotion by public service broadcasters 
along the instrumental, substantial and process dimensions of public value. It 
was argued that the instrumental dimension applied so far by PSBs (in the form 
of the best-practice approach) does not suffice to prove public value because 
idiosyncrasy is characteristic in the provision of merit goods, particularly in 
diverging national media markets and political systems. 

The theoretical reflections in the first part have also indicated that media lit-
eracy promotion does not have an inherent universal substantial dimension. The 
variable and normative nature of the concept makes it susceptible to political 
purposes and readings. As the case studies show, the broadcasters’ normative 
readings of media literacy do not rely on common EU or academic definitions 
but instead build on the specifics of national media and political systems (i.e. 
Digital Britain) – an insight that once again underlines the significant weight of 
national culture within the framework of European public service media policy. 

The case studies also demonstrate the essential role of the process dimension 
in shaping media literacy promotion. As the ZDF case shows, the authorisa-
tion procedure exerts a massive impact on the way media literacy promotion 
is understood, in this particular case as protection. The (lack of) institutional 
implementation in RAI leads to an almost partisan approach towards the pro-
motion of media literacy – the insufficient evaluation procedures subordinates 
media literacy promotion to traditional assessment criteria of mainstream 
broadcasting like the audience share. 

In conclusion, I would argue that the promotion of media literacy is one 
way of creating public value, as it goes beyond the interests of individual 
consumers and benefits society as a whole. Public service broadcasters in 
Europe have so far been very active in promoting media literacy – in order 
to qualify these efforts as public value, it is however necessary to actively 
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manage first the process and then the substantial dimensions of media lit-
eracy promotion. If the institutions figure out how to take such advice on 
board, they could tap an additional and arguably also more coherent source 
of institutional legitimacy. 

Notes
	1.	 The final decision on the ZDF’s three-step-test mentions the merit of media literacy promotion 

fifteen times and ascribes it to different genres and platforms (heute.de, tivi.de, etc.) 
	2.	 Although public value is not discussed as merit goods per se in Moore’s early work, the 

concept is an evident theme in his more recent edited volume with John Benington (2011: 
31). Here public value is redefined ‘not just in terms of ‘What does the public most value?’ 
but also in terms of ‘What adds value to the public sphere?’.

	3.	 In a research period of three years, Gapski (2001) distinguished 104 definitions of media 
literacy. The study was limited to German scientific literature only.

	 4	 “Creating public value” addresses the process dimension of public value with different termi-
nology. Throughout the book Moore speaks of ‘operational value’ (300), process virtues (163), 
‘form and function’ (263) and administrative expertise (cited from Banfield 1960: 20-23). Such 
terms are deliberately distinguished from substantial value. For a clearer understanding the 
chapter sticks to the term ‘process dimension’, as applied by Radoslavov & Thomas (2011). 

	5.	 The three levels of the process dimension have been elaborated in detail in The Work Foun-
dation (Horner et.al 2006: 27). 

	6.	 For the sake of brevity the interviewees will be cited with surname only, e.g. (Wilson, 2010). 
	7.	 At the time of writing the BBC’s media literacy platform was moved BBC Learning: http://

www.bbc.co.uk/learning/overview/about/digitalliteracy.shtml 
	8.	 For more details see the Purpose Remit Tracking Study (BBC Trust, 2010a) and the Media 

Literacy Report (BBC Trust, 2010b). 
	9.	 http://www.zdf.de/Kinder-und-Jugendschutz-im-ZDF-26449984.html
	10.	 The 12th Interstate Broadcasting Treaty (2010) explicitly ascribes the promotion of media liter-

acy to public service online services (Telemedien) with the purpose of providing orientation 
and inclusion of all population groups into the information society (RÄStV §11 (3)).

	11.	 http://www.mediaeducationmed.it/associazione-med/cosa-e-la-media-education.html
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Extending the Public Service Remit  
through ABC Pool

Jonathon Hutchinson

Due in large part to public service broadcasting’s decade-long exploration of 
media convergence, audience participation and multiplatform content delivery, 
as well as new services created for the online, non-linear environment, it is 
fair to say that innovation is not a new characteristic of public service media 
[PSM]. The remit for public service broadcasting [PSB] in most places was not 
exclusively about broadcasting as such, but typically prioritised initiating and 
facilitating activities to support a broad cultural infrastructure and to secure 
national identities in pluralising societies (Wilson, Hutchinson & Shea 2010). 
The recent focus on developing new content delivery platforms and services 
(see especially Debrett 2010; Brevini, 2013) signifies a semantic shift from the 
era of PSB to the emergence of public service media organisations (Flew 2011; 
Lowe & Bardoel 2007). 

On numerous occasions the convergent PSM organisation has been the target 
of criticism from media industry moguls and conservative policy makers, accused 
of overstepping its role in a post-scarcity media market, keyed to an argument 
that PSM is ‘crowding-out’ the private sector. During his 2009 MacTaggart Lecture, 
as a distinctive example, James Murdoch questioned the role of regulation within 
a media rich environment, suggesting that “a heavily regulated environment 
with a large public sector crowds out the opportunity for profit, hinders the 
creation of new jobs, and dampens innovation in our sector” (Murdoch 2009). 
Murdoch’s direct attack on the regulatory framework of media industries suggests 
that governments which interfere with the marketplace through regulation are 
inhibiting growth and development, bringing into serious question the remit of 
public service media (beyond traditional broadcasting, at least).

Murdoch’s complaint highlights a common critique of the innovative work un-
dertaken by PSM, often performed under the regulatory auspices of institutional 
governance. If subsidised by government to undertake experimental modes of 
content production and delivery through information communication technolo-
gies, PSM organisations very well can enjoy a significant economic advantage 

Chapter 12
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over their commercial competitors. However, a line of enquiry has emerged 
from the creative industries field that moves discussion beyond the crowding 
out argument to analyse the marketplace role of PSM. Potts et al. (2008) suggest 
the crowding out argument is over- simplistic because PSM should be viewed 
as an instrument that engages in and stimulates innovative practices: making 
provision for new activity within an abundant media marketplace (see also 
Cunningham 2013). Others have suggested that PSB long had a pioneering role 
in new media and technology developments, and has been vital to the project 
of constructing what only afterwards became a market (Lund & Lowe 2013). 

Positioning PSM as an experimenter and developer in, and for, the creation 
of new investment opportunities in a contemporary marketplace shifts thinking 
about these institutions from terms that privilege revenue issues and treat them 
pejoratively as ‘innovation sponges’. In this view one sees them as organisations 
that are responsible for testing the dynamics of online media environments that 
are prone to rapid change – which is to say, high instability and considerable 
risk. PSM in this view has the opportunity (and obligation) to become a market 
organiser for developing social and cultural capital amongst the societies they 
are mandated to serve, and that is accomplished mainly by explicitly including 
experimentation as a valid aspect of their public service remits.

In this chapter, I propose a new apparatus to extend the public service remit 
and develop the value of PSM for its publics. The apparatus is the emergent 
importance of the mediator role in the production ecology, making the case for 
what I will call cultural intermediation. In brief, this means PSM is a means for 
developing social and cultural capital, harnessed through co-creative activities, 
which builds up the creation of new media markets. I define and develop the 
significance of cultural intermediation in three sections that culminate in that 
explicate the term. 

The first section builds on Cunningham’s (2013) ‘distinctive innovation’ no-
tion, which “moves the sector [forward] from Reithian justifications of normative 
market shaping to a more nimble, facilitative role of performing experimental 
R&D for the system – a very recognisable role for the public sector from an 
innovation perspective” (Cunningham 2013: 95). Here I will demonstrate distinc-
tive innovation with three examples of audience participation: a) participatory 
media at Channel 4iP (Jackson 2008), b) DR Youth at the Danish Broadcasting 
Corporation [DR] (Bechmann 2011), and c) Capture Wales (Kidd 2008). These 
examples highlight the significance of PSMs for building social and cultural 
capital through experimental projects in new media products and services, and 
thereby demonstrate the role of cultural intermediation. 

In the second section the focus is on one particular case study at the Austral-
ian Broadcasting Corporation [ABC], called ABC Pool (www.abc.net.au/pool). 
I discuss the context and uniqueness of the ABC, which operates in a dual 
broadcast licensing system. Established in the 1930s, this system protects the 
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revenues of commercial stakeholders while enabling two government-funded 
broadcasters, the ABC and the Special Broadcasting Service [SBS]. Both operate 
at a distance from vested interests. ABC Pool emerged from Radio National1 
as an experimental project to lower the barrier of participation for Australian 
artists. This platform incorporates the diversity of the ABC audience into the 
production process of ‘cultural artefacts’, defined here as creative media prod-
ucts that provide information about the contemporary Australian socio-cultural 
landscape. By highlighting the social and cultural benefits of the New Beginnings 
co-creative project, ABC Pool (and the earlier illustrations from elsewhere), I 
exemplify how PSM organisations are incorporating audience participation as 
an important aspect of their mandated activities. 

The final section establishes the concept of cultural intermediation within 
PSM. Cultural intermediation is defined as “the combination of … human and 
non-human actors [to] negotiate cultural artefact production” (Hutchinson 2012). 
The notion is useful for understanding how cultural and social capital production 
can be managed within media systems. In this instance, social capital refers to 
strong personal relationships between the broadcaster and its audience (BBC 
2006), while cultural capital refers to externalities or benefits beyond economic 
value, for example education as a social asset that has general public value 
(Woolsey & Biggart 2008). PSM engages the audience’s production of social 
capital through multiple production roles from online moderators through to 
content producers and community managers, while designing and developing 
the online tools and platforms that enable users to participate in such activities. 

The chapter examines multiple cultural intermediaries who explore the di-
versity of a PSM audience and engage in co-creative practice on the production 
of cultural artefacts. It highlights the emergence of the intermediary in internet 
research within the context of public service media. Furthermore, this chapter 
indicates how some PSM organisations have incorporated online activity into 
their charters, while others have not.

I want to highlight the connection between cultural intermediation and the 
value of public service media. Historically, PSM has facilitated projects that 
increase the social and cultural capital of audiences. But of course there are 
examples of projects that have not achieved that goal, irrespective of best in-
tentions. This is precisely the role of the cultural intermediary: to manage and 
ensure the facilitation of the PSM’s social and cultural capital building capacities 
are realised, which requires taking and managing the risk in a highly uncertain 
and clearly experimental context. Cultural intermediation is the process that 
ensures the increase in public service media value from not only the perspec-
tive of the institution but also in conjunction with the audience.

The data presented in this chapter is from a two-year ethnographic research 
project where I was embedded at the ABC as the community manager of ABC 
Pool. I was a paid employee for the second half of the research, which provided 
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increased access to participants and processes essential for developing the 
cultural intermediary framework. Ethical issues associated with my researching 
role are addressed in Hutchinson (2012). I will discuss the benefits of having a 
dual role (community manager + ethnographer) because that was instrumental 
to the development of the cultural intermediation framework. 

PSM innovation in practice
Distinctive innovation is a specific form that, as Cunningham (2013) suggests, 
is particularly suitable for PSM. It is useful for moving the innovation argument 
beyond claims of crowding out and market failure, and it provides a point of 
departure for examining how experimental activities affect the production of 
cultural capital. The incorporation of audience participation in the co-creative 
production of cultural artefacts is a core activity for a PSM organisation that is 
exercising distinctive innovation in efforts to develop social and cultural capital. 
Benefits include an open exchange of cultural and media expertise, access to 
historical and cultural artefacts, and the inclusion of new media production 
methodologies. However, such participation displays all the characteristics of 
a fragmented audience whose focus is on self-service with a desire for highly 
personalised media experiences (McClean 2008). The challenge for the PSM 
operator is how to manage the application of funds for experimental research 
and development in new media services that incorporate the audience as an 
exercise in promoting distinctive innovation.

Public service media has been in a crisis of legitimacy for some years now 
(see for example Jacubowicz 2007; Lowe & Hujanen 2003). The core Reithian 
values that have inscribed PSB include “the application of core principles of 
universality of availability and appeal, provision for minorities, education of 
the public, distance from vested interests, quality programming standards, pro-
gramme maker independence, and fostering of national culture and the public 
sphere” (Cunningham 2013: 62). Yet achieving all that is quite complicated in 
a media landscape that features a fragmented audience pursuing niche topics, 
often described as a “personalised media-use environment” (McClean 2008: 
5). Further, PSM is under market pressure to produce content that not only 
satisfies the core principles of its historic ethos but also adds a degree of pop-
ulism needed to attract larger audiences (ibid). If PSM is engaging in activities 
predominantly serviced by commercial media organisations, there is a type of 
ironic ‘non-market failure’ characteristic that raises concerns around its role that 
can specifically challenge its provision for minorities and the inclusiveness of 
marginalised voices (de Bens 2007). 

As chapter 3 notes the premise for the creation of ex ante evaluation tools, 
famously the UK‘s ‘Public Value Test’ and Germany’s ‘Drei-Stufen-Test’ (three-
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step test), is about holding these organisations accountable for the distribu-
tion of services that are funded with public money. The point is to assess the 
public value of the content and services provided by the public service sector 
in media by establishing what counts as public service and is also fair for the 
commercial sector. In this context, public value and the relevance of PSM raise 
a key question: “Why should taxpayer money… subsidise services used by 
few, often described as ‘elite’, audiences?” (McClean 2008: 5).

Adding to the crisis of legitimacy, recent disruptive Web 2.0 technologies 
challenge the historic production and governance models of PSB. In the spirit 
of “here comes everybody” (Shirky 2008), PSM is faced with navigating a rap-
idly changing media landscape in which audiences no longer only consume 
content but also actively participate in the making and sharing of content. The 
role of PSM in this situation is to not only produce content, but also to engage 
in co-creative practices with audiences as ‘partners’ (see Lowe 2010). Burgess 
and Banks (2010: 298) define co-creation as:

A “descriptive term that highlights the ways that users or consumers, within 

the constraints and affordances of platforms provided by others, collectively 

contribute to the social, cultural and economic value of the media products 

and experiences associated with those platforms; and likewise, it indicates 

the ways in which platform providers (however imperfectly) integrate user-

participation into their own models of production”. 

Within the co-creation model, PSM may incorporate users into the production 
process, not only through content production per se but also by utilising user 
generated techniques and platforms that are traditionally administered by the 
expert staff of the organisation.

PSM thereby challenges historic and core values of PSB, which featured a 
generalist and Enlightenment mission, by accommodating the increased engage-
ment levels of niche users that are participating in the production of popular 
cultural artefacts. The shifting media environment and enabling technologies 
facilitate user engagement (not simply audience attendance) in new and in-
novative ways that present opportunities for PSM to strengthen its relationship 
with audiences. 

Concurrently, the shifting media environment’s governance system suggests 
we should look carefully at the historic polity of PSB and couple the core 
values that have grounded and still legitimate this approach to mediation with 
emerging, developing methods. This could be less ‘revolutionary’ than one 
might surmise. As Moe (2010: 208) noted, “Practices do not swiftly change in 
the digital era. Rather than replacing established policy tools and regulatory 
actors, novel mechanisms modify and extend existing arrangements”. But ex-
tending PSM’s remit while also decentralising media governance is unlikely to 
be a simple process. It inherently requires the co-ordination of multiple stake-
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holders by specific intermediaries that are skilled both in PSM production and 
in community cultural development, defined here as the ability to empower 
individuals through a pedagogy of creative practice. 

The inclusion of users engaging with Web 2.0 is not unique to PSM, but also 
common in other activities of participatory cultures with interest in broadening 
economic engagement (Benkler 2006), political engagement (Castells 2002), 
cultural production (Jenkins 2006), and journalism (Bruns 2008). One way to 
highlight the tensions of participatory cultures within PSM is to explore its key 
characteristic – the (apparent) absence of gatekeepers. Bruns (2008) argues 
that in the case of Wikipedia, the ‘anyone can edit’ slogan has a direct relation-
ship to the granularity of the editorial process because users are experts on a 
few topics and can contribute their expertise in those areas. By engaging in 
the ‘collective intelligence’ (Levy 1994) of all the contributors, the depth and 
quality of information generated is both unique and potentially very rich. As 
an approach, a participatory media culture is difficult to facilitate in PSM due 
to the specific public service requirements mandated for these particular types 
of institution. That is, it is difficult to align the ‘collective intelligence’ and 
contributions of the audience with the specific requirements of PSM, given the 
crisis of legitimisation argument noted earlier.

The value of participation for public service media, then, is inherently 
located within the distinctive innovation role of the PSM organisation, as the 
cases that are discussed next illustrate. Historically, measuring that value has 
been troublesome when compared against the allocation of public funding to 
support PSM within a competitive media marketplace, the context in which 
ex ante public value testing mechanisms are elaborated. I argue that audience 
participation is crucial for adding to the value of PSM, although difficult to 
manage by those who facilitate the co-creation of cultural artefacts.

Three cases of PSM participatory cultures under development
The first example of audience participation by a PSM organisation revolves 
around that as a strategic aspect of public service development as demonstrated 
by the now defunct Channel 4iP, the digital investment arm of Britain’s Channel 
4. With 4iP, this commercially financed public service company explored “how 
users might become involved in the production process” (Jackson 2008: 1). 
Further, “Channel 4iP encourages both the public and creative media firms to 
pitch ideas in an open commissioning process” (ibid). The channel did this by 
providing users a range of “disruptive media tools” while suggesting a number 
of conditions to successfully pitch an idea, including the principle that ideas 
“must be suitable for digital networks, foreground participation and collabora-
tion, and the service must be financially self-sustaining” (ibid: 9). 
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One of the most successful ideas commissioned from this project was the 
AudioBoo service, an audio production tool that enables users to record, edit 
and publish their own audio online. AudioBoo proudly boasts, “We want to 
give everyone a way to say what they want – to the whole world” (AudioBoo 
2013). In this regard, Channel 4iP was distinctly innovative by providing a free 
production tool that enabled users to share their story with the rest of the world, 
an outcome similar to the BBC Capture Wales project described later. Jackson 
notes the benefit of user testing which incorporates users in the production 
process, suggesting “the involvement of the public in the development of public 
services assists producers to ensure content and services are appropriate and 
of high value” (ibid: 11). 

DR, the Danish Broadcasting Corporation, has been experimenting with 
the web since the early 1990s to encourage dialogue (Brügger 2011). This 
second case offers multiple examples. Bechmann (2011: 194) examined the 
role of DR Youth, the “young people’s department” as a testing ground for 
audience participation, which she defines as a way of “creating dialogue and/
or engagement with the public” (ibid: 195). The Blokken project, another DR 
effort, invited users to engage web 2.0 technologies to submit mobile phone 
videos to a low budget television programme and online channel. Their slogan 
was “You supply, we present”, which elegantly summarises the intentions. 
Bechmann’s research suggests that user-created content was of poor quality 
and few in numbers, and that DR decided to cease curating the content to 
broadcast on its channels essentially for this reason. 

Here we see a clear example of distinctive innovation where the value of 
PSM is in the experimentation of new production methodologies that, success-
ful or not, are shared with the market system as a whole. We will come back 
to this important point after presentation of the cases. DR shifted the focus of 
the project to Spam, a project no longer concerned with user-created content 
but rather with the sharing of content in a peer-to-peer approach. DR’s Spam 
project indicates that emphasis in the dialogical and community aspects are 
of significant value for PSM, and not only content creation as such. In this 
regard the value of the PSM organisation’s efforts through audience participa-
tion are extending beyond experimentation and production methodologies to 
also include the strengthening of community networks. That is, the value of 
interpersonal communication between audience members that would otherwise 
not have occurred can be aligned with increased social capital.

The BBC has experimented with user created content, evident in their flag-
ship digital storytelling project called Capture Wales, underway during the early 
2000s. “Capture Wales… puts the tools of production in the hands of the public, 
and in doing so perhaps represents a step toward the ‘conversation’ which is 
touted by many as framing the future look, focus, and values of journalism” 
(Meadows & Kidd 2009: 93). Through a series of workshops around Wales, 
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participants were invited to engage digital storytelling techniques that involved 
combining digital still photography with a narration and a soundtrack to tell 
their unique, individualised stories. 

In 2002, then Director General of the BBC, Greg Dyke, viewed the pilot at 
Cardiff University and gave the team the go-ahead which meant that “for the 
first time in the history of broadcasting, a mainstream player was putting the 
tools of production and editing into the hands of the audience” (ibid: 100). The 
media and its associated information and communication technologies pro-
duced, and the reflections from the participants confirmed, a broader cultural 
representation of the diversity of the region (ibid). 

The PSM value of representing ‘ the voiceless’ resonates with the BBC’s 
latest user created effort called The Listening Project (http://www.bbc.co.uk/
radio4/features/the-listening-project), which also provides production tools and 
asks “people up and down the country to share an intimate conversation with 
a close friend or relative, to help to build a unique picture of our lives today” 
(BBC 2013). For the BBC, these user-generated content projects facilitate an 
increased representation of its public while building social capital amongst its 
participants. The participants have said, for example, “it has brought me closer 
to my community” and “allowed me to be proud of myself and who I am” 
(Meadows & Kidd 2009:111). 

To return now to the earlier comment, while some of the case studies 
of audience participation with PSM have been successful others have been 
failures. Within the public service media arena, either outcome is indicative 
of the experimental characteristic of PSB. As a not-for-profit organisation, the 
experimental ethos of PSM is crucial and these institutions can be expected to 
tolerate more risk than their commercial counterparts. When experimentation 
is a failure, however, it is fair to say that there are valuable lessons learned for 
future development, and that failure in this context is not catastrophic. The 
real problems emerge, however, when the experimentation becomes a success, 
and therefore is an innovation. Pressure grows from the commercial sector to 
limit and even marginalise their continuation by PSM organisations due to the 
potential profitability that early success signals for developing markets. Thus, 
the public value of PSM to experiment in developing not only media services 
but also media relations with the public fuels institutional success but also 
courts potentially harsh criticism that can backlash.

By engaging audiences in new ways, and to new degrees, PSM aligns with 
what Hesmondhalgh (2007) characterises as a “pattern of change/continuity” 
(as theory) to incorporate user-generated content (change) with traditional 
media practices (continuity). Hesmondhalgh’s theory outlining the production 
model suggests PSM thereby blurs boundaries between producer and consumer. 
Bruns (2008: 2) defines this phenomenon as “produsage”, suggesting that “the 
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role of ‘consumer’ and even that of ‘end user’ have long disappeared, and the 
distinctions between producers and users of content have faded into compara-
tive insignificance”. Holly Goodier at the BBC completed long-term research 
into the activity rates of the UK online population which debunk the ratio of 
participation that has been commonly regarded as a rule: “The model which 
has guided many people’s thinking in this area, the 1/9/90 rule, is outmoded. 
The number of people participating online is significantly higher than 10%. 
Participation is now the rule rather than the exception: 77% of the UK online 
population is now active in some way” (Goodier 2012). By providing new 
platforms and tools, the audience participation rate for PSM has increased, 
compounding the effects of produsage.

How, then, does increased participation via new platforms indicate increased 
levels of public value? Building on the successes of the Capture Wales project, 
the BBC began exploring this question and in 2006 produced a document 
of signal importance, Building Public Value: Renewing the BBC for a digital 
world. One of the foundational arguments suggests that the public broadcaster 
is crucial for building social capital through programmes that make the public 
“spruce up [their] houses and improve [their] neighbourhood” (p.6), or more 
significantly “In a national emergency, the right broadcast information might 
save [their] life” (ibid). This suggests the value of PSM is distributed across a 
spectrum of influences and consequences that scale from pedestrian through 
to matters of life or death. 

Social capital is typically defined as “the networks of strong personal relation-
ships, developed over time, that provide the basis for trust, co-operation, and 
collective action” (Cummings, Heeks & Huysman 2006: 574). Building Public 
Value addresses the historic core values of the public broadcaster to “inform, 
educate and entertain”, and updates that within the existing media environ-
ment. The findings suggest it is not enough for PSM to inform, educate and 
entertain; the objective of building social capital means that improvement to 
both individual and shared quality of life is a core value today: “Public value 
is a measure of the BBC’s contribution to the quality of life in the UK” (ibid: 
p.8). McClean (2008) adds content quality as a PSM core value and not just an 
alternative to lowbrow popular broadcasting, suggesting that quality in PSM 
provision improves “the vision of a desired public culture, greater participation 
in public life and genuine cultural pluralism” (McClean 2008: 6). Cultural plu-
ralism is achieved through the inclusion of multiple voices, particularly those 
that are marginalised, reflected in Enli’s (2008) suggestion for the core values 
of PSM should evolve to “educate, entertain and participate”.
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Strengthening Relationships  
through ABC Pool’s New Beginnings

The previous section has outlined how PSM is approaching distinctive innova-
tion by developing social and cultural capital through audience participation. 
This section highlights what this means for developing our understanding of 
public value through innovative publication and publishing methodologies, in 
conjunction with increased social and cultural capital. In this section we examine 
the New Beginnings [NB] case, a co-creative project facilitated by the ABC Pool 
project. Building on innovative producing and publishing methodologies, this 
project demonstrates the social and cultural benefits of incorporating audiences 
in the production of cultural artefacts. This underscores how the construction 
of social and cultural capital is not simply through participation, although that 
is fundamental, but moreover in the efforts of a cultural intermediary during 
a co-creative process who enables the realisation of public value. This section 
provides a practical context for elaborating the ‘cultural intermediary’ concept, 
which follows in the third section. 

The ABC has moved beyond the 1990s and early 2000s period of ‘online’ 
publishing to incorporate Web 2.0 technologies with the goal of fostering new 
relationships with audiences (Walker 2009) by engaging in production activi-
ties with participatory cultures (Jenkins 2006). This shift presents both oppor-
tunities and challenges to traditional mass media production, characteristic of 
broadcasting and related to historic editorial policies and governance models. 
The shift raises questions about the public value of PSM as a proponent and 
facilitator of experimental and innovative production activities. 

The incorporation of information communication technologies to enable 
participatory cultures challenges the core values of ‘public service’ in broadcast-
ing because this is not mainly about transmission. The quality of user-created 
content often differs from a general expectation that the ABC, as a PSB source, 
will always and only offer accurate, valid and high quality content. These are 
associated with the core values of its Charter (ABC 1983) and governed by the 
organisation’s Editorial Policies (ABC 2008). As stated in the Charter, the ABC’s 
content must feature production values that “inform, educate and entertain” 
(ibid). These core values are problematic when attempting to incorporate the 
inconsistencies that characterise participatory cultures. Here the ABC faces 
an integrity problem because the daily practice must simultaneously maintain 
high production quality, engage broad audiences, and deliver true and ac-
curate information – while also minimising editorial control in a collaborative 
production process. 

The governmental Department of Broadband, Communication and Digi-
tal Economy2 (2008) suggested that the role of PSM in the digital era should 
1) enhance the deployment of new media platforms and 2) develop digital 
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technologies that engage the audience in new ways. This view, prefigured by 
Martin (2002), has been developed in the scholarly work provided by Debrett 
(2010). In remarks at the 2012 Strategic Forum the Managing Director of the 
ABC, Mark Scott, pondered a question of crucial importance: “What is the place 
of the ABC in a media rich environment that has global input?” (Scott 2012). 
He suggested that the ABC think more carefully about its audience and not 
only about content delivery platforms. 

Both the regulatory framework for the ABC and the organisation’s internal 
strategy require the corporation to increasingly engage the cultural diversity 
of its audiences via new media platforms. This has been understood as a 
means for cultivating an increased public value of the ABC and the SBS. The 
Australian Labor Party during this period delivered a media reform package 
for “Modernising the ABC and SBS charters to reflect their online and digital 
activities” (DBCDE 2013), indicative of Australian legislation amending the ABC 
Act (1983) to align online activities with traditional broadcasting regulation.3

Given the recent regulatory amendments, there is an expectation that in-
creased public value may be achieved through cultural pluralism that is encour-
aged by participation of the ABC audience in order to improve performance 
or accomplishment in quality, information, education and entertainment. A 
significant ABC project that is experimenting with collaborative creativity is 
called ABC Pool. This platform facilitates efforts to incorporate creative online 
communities in, with and for the ABC. ABC Pool ‘members’4 can contribute 
and interact with media (audio, photos, text, videos), engage in conversations 
with other users, contribute media to themed projects, and have access to the 
expertise of ABC staff. The ABC furnishes resources that include the platform, 
professional expertise, a secure online environment and access to ABC archival 
material, operating under Creative Commons licensing. 

One regular activity of ABC Pool is facilitating the broadcast of Pool contribu-
tions on RN5 programmes, where users contribute creative work that is curated 
and aligned with the production values of each particular RN programme. The 
case study for this chapter is the recent ABC Pool collaborative project with one 
of these programmes, the RN 360documentaries programme that broadcasts 
53-minute feature length documentaries, called New Beginnings. Mike Williams, 
360documentaries and NB producer, designed the “call to action”:

ABC Pool wants to hear your New Beginnings story! Starting something new 

can be exciting, refreshing and stimulating but also very daunting and scary. 

Whether it’s a new job, new family member, new home, or maybe even a 

new love interest, we’re often faced with the challenge of having to start 

afresh in a new situation. This project is about expressing your stories, your 

experiences and your emotions when you’ve gone through a new beginning 

(Williams 2012).
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New Beginnings is exemplary of the co-creative process outlined by Burgess 
and Banks (2010) because it adds cultural and social value to the production 
of ABC content while accommodating the needs of the project’s contributors. 
Williams designed a project with broad appeal for ABC Pool members and RN 
audiences that is sufficiently focused to motivate people to contribute as par-
ticipants in this 53-minute radio feature. By inviting the audience to become 
‘co-creators’ of the feature Williams was able to embed the personal stories of 
Australians. The project received 87 contributions consisting primarily of audio 
with some text and video productions. There was also a small but dedicated 
group of 44 project members who were contributing work and engaging in 
conversations around those contributions. These conversations included tech-
nical discussion on how the contributions were made, the clarification of facts 
relating to stories, or general encouragement from both Williams and other 
participants. NB was broadcast on 360documentaries on Sunday the 8th April, 
with notable public support:

What marvellous listening...true story telling. A most enjoyable hour that I 

will want to hear again and again. Thanks to all ... tremendous contributions 

& production (Linde, 360documentaries website, 9 April 2012).

Unlike other radio features constructed through a series of decision making 
points by the producer (Lindgren 2011) – for example researching the subject 
matter, sourcing experts or creatives to assist in the story-telling, recording the 
talent, designing the sound, mastering the outcome, broadcasting the finished 
product – this project sought to include the audience in the process. The NB 
call-out initialised personal story contributions, where Williams conducted a 
curatorial selection to reveal the narrative. With the narrative partially realised, 
a co-creative process refined the contributions, as most did not satisfy techni-
cal or stylistic standards required for Radio National. He invited a selection of 
contributors into the ABC studios around Australia and directed them while 
they recorded their stories, working to retain the personal aesthetic of each. 

During the recording process, NB displayed pedagogical aspects in its de-
sign by empowering its contributors and transferring knowledge between the 
participants. By aligning it with the core principals of a “community of practice” 
(Lave & Wenger 1991), users became radio feature makers and were empow-
ered as such. A community of practice is defined as a “set of relations amongst 
persons, activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tangential 
and overlapping communities…” (ibid: 98). It is also a system of recognised 
peripheral skills, used and exchanged for additional skills and knowledge. 

The participants engaged in the production of cultural goods by contribut-
ing their ideas and media, in turn entering into a skills exchange arrangement. 
The production process outlined here provides a practical example. A member 
would contribute a story or short audio piece to the project, the producer would 
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engage the new ideas and ensure production methods, and the member was 
invited to the ABC studio to record the contribution. During the recording ses-
sion, the participants develop relationships with each other. These ABC Pool 
members gain knowledge of professional work in making a radio feature while 
contributing their own skills to the session. The ABC staff members that are 
involved in the sessions experience the benefits of incorporating user-generated 
content [UGC] in the production process. Podkalicka and Wilson (2012) out-
line a similar example in a collaborative pedagogical process of filmmaking in 
Melbourne that is based on the Youthworx6 project. They note:

While this process necessarily involves the mastery of new knowledge and 

skills, it is through the broader capacity for participation, acceptance and 

acknowledgement by adept practitioners within the community of practice 

that the meaning of this learning is configured and validated, therefore acting 

as a motivating force (ibid: 8). 

Similarly, the skill and knowledge exchange demonstrated by NB frames 
the project as both a pedagogical process and collaborative cultural produc-
tion exercise. Through the interviewing process with the RN professionals, it 
became apparent that the media production skills of the contributors were 
varied, however these people were acknowledged as competent radio produc-
ers and responded to the role. Simultaneously, the skills exchanged amongst 
the participants were noticeable. Users were gaining technical knowledge on 
how to professionally record broadcast standard material while learning the 
craft of radio feature making from the ABC staff. New Beginnings was also an 
exercise in developing users’ skills in creative practices more broadly than just 
radio production:

Of all my writing achievements, I have to say hearing my words float out 

on Radio National, in City Nights and New Beginnings, is by FAR what I’m 

proudest of. Thank you so much for allowing me to be part of this; it’s really 

something to put on my resume, and make me feel better whenever I get a 

rejection from a publisher. I got one this morning and you know, I barely 

even blinked, for once. After the smile put on my face with the broadcast, I 

don’t think it’s going to be wiped off that easily! (Name withheld by request, 

producer email correspondence 10 April 2012).

Skills were exchanged with Williams who learned from the personal stories of 
the contributors, built social capital with the audience members, and fostered 
open participation within the production process:

Through the New Beginnings process I have a better understanding about 

the Pool community, what to expect from UGC – the diversity in UGC, the 

importance of a production model with set times, how much time a UGC 

project takes, what worked and what didn’t work in terms of a production 



236

JONATHON HUTCHINSON

model, how to keep co-creation as flat as possible – how can users be involved 

in decisions, the importance of talking to users – the power of interpreting 

the story, and how a flat production model can help iron out some potential 

issues (interview 16 May 2012).

The success of NB required the input of one person mediating the interests of all 
those involved in the process. This role is to be the ‘glue’ that bonds these social 
capital exercises and enables them to occur within the institutional setting. We 
now explore how the role achieves this, how the persona responsible operates 
within institutional online communities engaging in collaborative production. 

The role of cultural intermediation in PSM
The intermediary role takes on many forms within the ABC. These include: 
ABC Open producers (abc.net.au/open) who engage regional audiences and 
develop their digital literacy through participatory projects; Social Media Pro-
ducers who develop online communication strategies and procedural practices 
for content makers engaging their audiences; and Online Moderators who 
monitor contributions on platforms including, but not limited to, Twitter feeds, 
Facebook pages, online forums, and ABC web pages. 

One specific form of skilled intermediary work within co-creative practices 
at the ABC is demonstrated through the project management of collaborative 
productions. The NB project is exemplary of this, where the intermediary inter-
faces between multiple stakeholders engaging in co-creative practices. This role 
combines traditional methods with new experimental modes of production and 
online community governance, and may assist in developing new regulatory 
frameworks for public service media. In practice, the cultural intermediary is 
responsible for facilitating the distinctive innovation of PSM modelled in this 
chapter in the forms of innovative production and publishing methodologies 
and increased social and cultural capital, also defined here as the essential 
long-term public value in public service media.

In an online community, defined as a group of online users sharing in a 
combination of social capital, social support, and common culture (Bonniface, 
Green & Swanson 2006), the intermediary role is often referred to as the ‘com-
munity manager’. Jono Bacon suggests the role of the community manager is 
to encourage the online community’s participants while engaging and fostering 
relationships with its members (Bacon 2009). The community manager has 
also been described as an advocate or representative of the online community 
to the institution that resources it (Banks 2007). Both definitions indicate that 
the community manager is situated between multiple stakeholders, where a 
comprehensive understanding of those participants’ interests is required for 
communication between them. By understanding the participants’ interests, the 
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community manager uses management techniques to negotiate consensus when 
complicated situations arise (Collins 2007). This may include using diplomatic 
negotiating skills to resolve a disagreement between participants on how an 
activity should be performed. 

Figure 1 demonstrates the position of the community manager in relation to 
the stakeholders for ABC Pool, performing the core activity of Project Design 
(designing themed projects that encouraging member participation for a crea-
tive outcome, in practice a broadcast outcome). 

Figure 1.	 The Community Manager within ABC Pool

The community manager’s role is indicative of how that person interacts with 
multiple stakeholders. For example, if the community manager is interacting 
with the Pool participants, he or she represents the interests of the ABC as 
institution, along with the interests of the Pool team. Likewise, if he or she 
negotiates with the Pool team, the role highlights the interests of the ABC as 
institution and the Pool participants in that discussion. Whichever stakeholder 
the community manager is interacting with, he or she takes the interests and 
concerns of the other two stakeholders into consideration and must represent 
them in the interactions. Figure 1 also indicates the types of activities the com-
munity manager engages in with the stakeholders: “Community Engagement” is 
typical of the interaction with the Pool participants, “Community Administration” 
relates to the day-to-day activities with the Pool team, and “Interaction with the 
ABC” is any other related interaction with ABC staff not directly related with 
ABC Pool, for example Legal staff or archival researchers.

For New Beginnings, Mike Williams embodied the community manager 
role, partially in the capacity that Banks (2007) outlined and even more so as 
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described by Bacon (2009). That is why the central circle is realistically posi-
tioned at the bottom of the right side to indicate more activity within the com-
munity engagement area. Although engaging with the users at a very in-depth 
level, the community manager was primarily concerned with the production 
of cultural artefacts from the institutional perspective of the ABC – that is to 
produce a 53-minute feature to be broadcast on RN 360documentaries. In 
this capacity, Williams’s role is the cultural intermediary who manages “the 
division between high art/pop culture and the divide between personal taste 
and professional judgement (or leisure and work)” (Negus 2002: 503). The 
creative contributions to NB are a mixture of user-generated content (pop 
culture) and professionally produced audio (high art), where the intermediary 
constantly curates the work from both a professional judgement and personal 
taste perspective.

The New Beginnings cultural intermediary was required to utilise, and de-
velop, collaborative creative skills needed to produce and curate the elements 
of the radio feature. The role also required negotiation skills to engage in 
communicative activities between contributors and the ABC staff. Power and 
authority issues often arise between audiences engaging in the produsage of 
cultural artefacts and the institutions that support these online communities, 
rationalising the cultural intermediary role. 

Within this context, and referring to Figure 1, the central circle of the com-
munity manager shifts towards the upper right side of the diagram to indicate 
a greater emphasis on their negotiating skills, or ‘Interacting with the ABC’. By 
understanding the interests of the project’s stakeholders (the ABC, RN 360docu-
mentaries production staff, RN audience members, ABC Pool and its members), 
the cultural intermediary was required to negotiate a consensus to maintain a 
clear project scope. A grounded example of the cultural intermediary multi-
facing was Williams explaining to contributors how to improve their work to 
achieve an ABC standard, while communicating time and budget constraints 
with the 360documentaries management team. The result was a 360documen-
taries programme the contributors were proud of that also complied with the 
high editorial standards of the ABC.

Figure 2 highlights how intermediary roles operate within the ABC more 
broadly. As outlined earlier, the intermediary role operates in many other 
capacities from ABC Open Producers to Online Moderators, labelled here as 
the cultural intermediary. In this capacity, the cultural intermediary is respon-
sible for the specific project being managed, for example ABC Open or the 
ABC News24 Facebook page. The three stakeholders concerned with any of 
these activities includes Professional Media Production: ABC staff engaging 
in the production of media (e.g. Directors, Producers, Engineers); Australian 
User-Generated Content: contributions to the ABC by audience members (e.g. 
comments, photographs, stories, talkback); and Site Operation: ABC platforms 
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engaging in UGC activities (e.g. ABC Open, The Drum, QandA). The core ac-
tivities remain the same, supporting the interchangeable potential of the model 
developed through ABC Pool and New Beginnings to the audience participation 
activities within PSM more broadly.

Figure 2.	 The Cultural Intermediary Within The ABC
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The cultural intermediary role is about securing and deploying distinctive in-
novation within the ABC as a PSM organisation to enable the development of 
social and cultural capital, in line with the institution’s remit. Cultural inter-
mediation translates and interfaces between the stakeholders, while operat-
ing within the fundamental principles of PSM to “inform, educate, entertain” 
(ABC 1983). It does this uniquely during the co-creative production of cultural 
artefacts. The cultural intermediary engaging produsage and the pattern of 
change/continuity philosophies, may champion the notion of ‘quality’ as the 
BBC suggest as a core value of PSB (2006). By broadening the engagement 
levels within the ABC’s public service functions, the value of quality increases 
through improved social capital while the pedagogical experience increases 
the participant’s cultural capital. Audience participation addresses the value of 
PSM, although still difficult to measure, within the creation and development 
of cultural intermediary roles that bridge the distance between production and 
consumption (Negus 2002). Cultural intermediation therefore is the framework 
that enables and promotes the value of public service media that has been 
highlighted within the New Beginnings case study by understanding and op-
erationalising the social and cultural expectations of the audience and aligning 
those with the existing PSB remit.
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Conclusion
This chapter has highlighted challenges that PSM faces in the current media 
landscape caused by shifting trends in the ways that people use media and 
interact as audience-contributors. This raises important questions about new 
dimensions of contemporary public value for PSM, especially emphasising 
the relevance of experimentation and risk-taking to realise innovative projects 
funded and managed by PSM organisations. Here the emphasis is squarely on 
the contemporary M rather than the historic B in PSB. We have the beginnings 
of an outline of significant benefits that can only be achieved by engaging 
in participatory culture-building activities with audiences as contributors. By 
focussing on New Beginnings through a community of practice lens, a signifi-
cant improvement in audience relations and community cultural development 
has been demonstrated, increasing the value of activities that build social and 
cultural capital. New Beginnings also highlights the particular skills of the role 
of contemporary cultural intermediaries to facilitate participatory culture activi-
ties where in contributors are engaged with the production of cultural artefacts 
– captured and curated as creative media products that provide information 
about the contemporary Australian social landscape.

To that end, further research is required to understand PSM as a market 
organiser and not an organisation that merely ‘crowds out’ the commercial 
sector. As demonstrated through Cunningham’s distinctive innovation lens, 
coupled with cultural intermediation, the value of PSM is in its seedbed ap-
proach to develop new forms of media, where the focus of these media is to 
support the development of social and cultural capital amongst the societies 
the PSM organisation is mandated to serve. Participation managed through 
cultural intermediation suggests PSM is effective as a means for developing 
social and cultural capital. Additional research will provide essential data to 
support this framework.

This chapter has shown the importance of the cultural intermediaries at 
the ABC, who operate under various monikers within different departments, 
engaging the diversity of the PSM audience. I have highlighted one institutional 
online community governance model trialled in the ABC Pool project, which 
has provided valuable results already in the work of defining and understand-
ing the role of cultural intermediaries in the negotiation process of production 
of cultural artefacts. In doing so, the chapter provides a framework for cultural 
intermediation, understood as the facilitation required to embed online com-
munities within organisations. 
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Notes
	1.	 Radio National is one of the national networks of the ABC’s Radio Division. “Radio National’s 

vision and purpose is to nurture the intellectual and cultural life of this country, and to be a 
vital element of the contemporary Australian conversation” (ABC 2013).

	2.	 The Department of Broadband, Communication and Digital Economy (DBCDE) released the 
discussion paper during 2008 entitled “ABC and SBS: Toward a digital future”, which supports 
and promotes many of the ideas and strategies addressed so far in this chapter.

	3.	 At the time of writing, Senator Stephen Conroy, the Minister for the Department of Broadband, 
Communication and Digital Economy had announced the government’s official response to 
the Convergence Review and the Finkelstein Review. There is no clear indication of when 
the reformation will take place.

	4.	 ABC Pool membership is open to all but certain functionality, for example uploading content 
to the ABC platform, is reserved for members only.

	5.	 RN stands for Radio National, a national ABC radio network whose “vision and purpose is 
to nurture the intellectual and cultural life of this country, and to be a vital element of the 
contemporary Australian conversation” (ABC 2013).

	6.	 Youthworx is media production space that is part practice led research and part community 
cultural development project. Youthworx “use media arts to engage young people in a pro-
cess of enrichment and skills development that seeks to build connections to support and 
community” (Youthworx 2013).
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Public Value and Audience Engagement  
with SBS Documentary Content

Go Back To Where You Came From  
& Immigration Nation 

Georgie McClean

While cultural diversity, immigration and refugee settlement are increasingly 
ubiquitous characteristics of contemporary societies, they are far from univer-
sally supported or understood. Seyla Benhahbib described the increasing gap 
between ‘members and non-members’ of nation states emerging from migrations 
of “aliens and strangers, immigrants and newcomers, refugees and asylum seek-
ers” (Benhabib 2004). Population movements and migrations create significant 
governance challenges in host nations, and debates that are often fiery about 
international obligations, local politics and humanitarian responsibilities in a 
complex area of public policy. 

Public service media [PSM] charter obligations characteristically include 
directions to foster a diversity of views, a pluralistic approach to representing 
publics and, more generally, ‘fair and balanced’ coverage of public discourse.

We know that media and their audiences can create symbolic as well as 
material communities (Silverstone, 1999: 98). In many mature democracies the 
nature of these communities owes much to public service broadcasting, which 
has traditionally been aligned with nation-building projects (Hall, 1993; Mor-
ley 2000; Scannell 1989). Australian multicultural broadcaster SBS, the Special 
Broadcasting Service, began as an information service for ethnic communities, 
but was rapidly established as the country’s second PSB and a catalyst for the 
creation of new ideas about foreignness, cultural difference and cosmopoli-
tanism (Ang et al. 2008). Since then SBS has enshrined official recognition of 
cultural and linguistic diversity as vital elements of the national broadcasting 
project. As Ien Ang et al noted in ‘The SBS Story’ (2008: 3-4):

SBS begins from the idea of difference and diversity as normal. Its organising 

principle is not to marginalise difference or treat it as an add-on or an after-

thought; it assumes what Australians have in common is diversity and that the 

role of public media is to create spaces where the connections and differences 

between particular groups and perspectives can be understood and negotiated. 

Chapter 13
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Increasingly SBS provides a site for the exploration of challenges and achieve-
ments in grappling with contemporary social and cultural diversity. In its 2010 
Corporate Plan, SBS set itself the objective of being “the catalyst for the nation’s 
conversations about multiculturalism and social inclusion” (SBS 2010: 9). This 
involved, among other strategies, commissioning programming that would 
spark debate about diversity issues, including racism and public ambivalence 
toward immigration and refugees. This formulation of its role represents the 
broadcaster’s latest interpretation of its Charter remit, which requires it to pro-
vide radio and television services that reflect multicultural Australia. 

To assess how the organisation was meeting its objectives, in 2011, as SBS 
Manager of Policy, Research and Community Engagement, I studied audience 
responses to program content. I was seeking feedback for SBS to steer the 
development of future productions, influence the way the organisation and 
its programmes communicate with audiences, and make the case for future 
funding. 

In this chapter I want to analyse the findings of one particular study, that 
probed the reactions of audiences from a wide range of cultural backgrounds, 
age groups and geographic locations to two important SBS-commissioned 
documentaries – Immigration Nation and Go Back To Where You Came From. 
Both programmes investigate issues related to Australia’s previous racially 
exclusionary immigration policies and current attitudes to asylum seekers in 
Australia, the latter using a ‘constructed’ or reality television format. They 
represent a unique intervention into Australia’s prevailing immigration dis-
courses and are powerful examples of SBS’s contemporary interpretation of 
its mission. 

This chapter analyses the public value of that programming in encouraging 
recognition of, affective engagement with, and public debate about, conten-
tious national issues. It provides an overview of the role and evolving objec-
tives of SBS. It then describes the approach to this audience study, discusses 
its theoretical context, and reflects on participant responses to the content and 
the kinds of conversations generated. This analysis contributes to a framework 
for thinking about the value of PSM as a resource to be used by audiences 
in engaging with complex, shared problems, in creating common points of 
reference with which to begin a conversation, and for offering opportunities 
to better understand differing viewpoints. 

SBS and the multicultural nation
Australia’s Special Broadcasting Service was created nearly forty years ago. It 
offers an interesting case study of the key challenges for a multicultural society 
in developing cultural policy that addresses recognition, representation and 
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social participation. I argue that in each of these areas, culturally inclusive public 
service media provides an important resource for navigating the complexities 
of contemporary societies. 

This is not a project without challenges. Australia is one of the world’s most 
culturally diverse nations (Jupp 2002). According to the latest census, 24 per 
cent of the national population was born outside Australia and 46 per cent 
have at least one parent born outside Australia. Australia adopted multicultural 
policies in the 1970s. The ‘ethnopolitics’ of this era emphasised “discrete ethnic 
communities whose integration into Australian society was to be facilitated by 
policy” (Nolan & Radywyl 2004), with targeted heath, education and employ-
ment strategies to assist different groups to contribute to Australian society. 

While the interpretation and implementation of these policies have changed 
much and have been politically compromised over time, the concept of mul-
ticulturalism continues to be supported at both a state and federal level today. 
This is in contrast to other contemporary liberal democracies, where such 
policies have been criticised for having ‘failed’. (Nasser and Modood 2012). 
Many Australians are ambivalent about multicultural policy, but most recog-
nise that cultural diversity is a reality in today’s Australia (Ipsos, ‘Immigration 
Nation’ report 2011). However as Will Kymlicka (1995) points out: “the term 
‘multicultural’ covers many different forms of cultural pluralism, each of which 
raises its own challenges… Generalisations about the goals or consequences 
of multiculturalism can therefore be very misleading”. 

As in many other countries populated by immigration, Australian political 
policies now typically emphasise strict border control. A highly politicised 
debate focuses on the ‘problems’ posed by relatively small numbers of asylum 
seekers arriving in Australia, possibly drawing from popular discomfort with 
a growing population. Moral panics and mainstream media hysteria about 
asylum seekers tend to draw on a level of paranoia about the invasion, and 
subsequent dilution of, vulnerable ‘white Australian culture’ that has long 
been part of Australian public discourse about diversity – though holding less 
uncontested prominence since the emergence of the multicultural project in 
the1970s (Hage 2002). An important part of SBS’s current and ongoing public 
value is its capacity to intervene in these debates, and to interrogate and contest 
the assumptions they are built on.

SBS operates under a multicultural and multilingual public charter requir-
ing it to inform, educate and entertain all Australians through multilingual and 
multicultural radio and television services that reflect Australia’s multicultural 
society. SBS started as experimental multilingual radio services in 1975, later 
extended to television in 1980 and then online in 1991. SBS was unique in 
the Australian broadcasting landscape and brought a national audience inter-
national news, multilingualism and content from cultural sources outside the 
usual Australian, UK and US media fare. 
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SBS has always received a far smaller Government appropriation than the 
larger national broadcaster, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), 
and has faced multiple challenges in servicing diverse communities and audi-
ence expectations. Never without controversy, its 2000s move to more popular 
programming has been the source of significant debate for the last ten years 
(see Enker 2004). As Ang et al (2008: viii) note in The SBS Story, the organisa-
tion “has been attacked as either too ethnic, or not ethnic enough, too elitist 
or too populist; its audiences have been dismissed as too small to justify public 
funding, but when bigger audiences have been sought it has been accused of 
being too commercial.” Thus its investment in commissioning the documentaries 
considered here is of some public interest.

While its audience share is often small relative to commercial broadcasters, 
hovering around or below five per cent, SBS does have a significant reach. Its 
digital television services reach 96.8 per cent of Australians, and its programmes 
are viewed by around one-third of all Australians in any given week. Audi-
ences can access 24-hour in-language radio stations, community television and 
satellite services. SBS TV broadcasts programming in 100 different languages 
and SBS Radio provides 74 specialist language programmes, alongside some 
English language content with a national, regional or global focus. As such SBS 
offers a unique case study of attempts to engage effectively with the diversity 
of Australia’s population as part of a public service remit. 

Inclusive media spaces and shared terms of reference enable forms of ex-
change between different groups in society, who may otherwise experience 
alienation from one another. SBS’s current objectives bring to mind the theory 
of cosmopolitan philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah (2007), who suggests that 
through conversation people can get used to one another, a crucial precondition 
for social harmony. That is an explicit aim of SBS, and clearly has value for a 
public that is so characteristically multicultural. While resourced by a hybrid com-
mercial and public funding model, SBS’s Charter and programming are intended 
to promote the public interest through policy objectives of social harmony, better 
mutual understanding and civic participation. These social policy orientations 
speak to the value of PSM in contemporary, culturally diverse liberal democracies. 

The research project
The two documentaries discussed in this chapter are Immigration Nation: The 
Secret History of Us, charting the history of Australian immigration policy, and 
Go Back to Where You Came From described as a ‘reverse immersive journey’ 
for six ‘ordinary’ Australians with strong views about the issue of asylum seeker 
policy – both commissioned as part of SBS’s contemporary interpretation of its 
Charter remit, and broadcast in 2011. 
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Immigration Nation is a three part documentary series produced by Mel-
bourne-based production company Renegade Films. The narrative focused 
on the White Australia Policy, one of the first legislated acts of Australian 
Federation until its eventual abolition in the 1970s. It explored how this policy 
gave way to changes that eventually shaped Australia’s contemporary cultural 
diversity. The documentary thesis argues that the working-man’s utopia and its 
supposed egalitarianism were predicated on racial exclusion. The production 
draws on archival footage and CGI animated images, as well as interviews with 
historians and migrant descendants or government representatives with direct 
experience of the policies. 

Go Back to Where You Came From (series one) is a three-part factual series 
produced by Sydney-based Cordell Jigsaw Productions and intended to explore 
the range of Australian opinion about refugees. The six main protagonists in-
cluded several who strongly believed that asylum seekers deserve no public 
sympathy and should not be allowed into Australia. The format introduced 
these participants, and others with more liberal views, to several asylum seek-
ers residing in Australia. It then set the participants to trace back the journeys 
made by those refugees from their countries of origin in Iraq and Democratic 
Republic of Congo via immigration detention, a journey by sea and through 
refugee camps in countries of transition – exploring through the course of the 
series the challenges faced by those fleeing their homelands and meeting many 
people who continue in precarious and dangerous situations. 

At the time the documentaries were in development, I was speaking at 
an Ethnic Communities’ Council conference in Victoria. I described the pro-
grammes and linked them to SBS’s intentions in sparking public debate. A 
young Sudanese community representative stood up and questioned why 
SBS would use the title ‘Go Back to Where You Came From’ as he felt it was 
a harmful term of abuse his community heard in the street daily. He saw SBS 
as a broadcaster that aimed to overcome these views, not promote them. I 
tried to explain the notion of provocation, the technique of challenging such 
views by exposing them.

But that exchange left lingering questions with me about the nature of our 
public debates and how, as a public broadcaster, SBS imagined its audiences. 
Were we setting out to shock or challenge comfortable middle class Australians? 
What impact might this have on the way people related to the issues these 
programmes explore? How would this kind of programming be interpreted by 
marginalised audiences and Australians who already felt a precarious sense 
of belonging in and our country? The pursuit of answers led to the research 
project that I will now discuss. 

Given the public service intention of the documentaries, SBS colleagues 
agreed that it would be useful to evaluate them using in-depth audience 
feedback techniques, beyond the usual ratings, media coverage and the self-
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selecting audience responses received via social media. The research model 
we developed incorporated interviews with programme producers and SBS 
commissioning editors, as well as focus groups made up of a range of audi-
ence groups. It follows on from a similar study of audience responses to SBS 
drama series, East West 101 and The Circuit, also conducted with research firm 
Entertainment Insights (McClean 2011).

In this study Entertainment Insights conducted the industry engagement 
component, talking with the documentary producers about points of difference 
in their programmes and their perceptions of their audiences. The interviews 
explored whether the SBS Charter inspires different kinds of storytelling and 
content making to other broadcasters, and whether the collaboration with SBS 
would have any impact on their future filmmaking or television production 
practice. 

The audience study was comprised of fourteen focus groups, each with 6 
to 8 participants. These were used to gain insight into viewer experiences of 
these programs, to add depth to the anecdotal responses SBS received via other 
feedback channels and to expand the understanding of audience engagement 
that that is afforded by ratings information. The focus groups each started with 
discussion of television viewing practices and questions about whether the 
participants tended to talk about what they watched on television and, if so, 
with whom. Conversations were then directed towards programme responses, 
eventually moving to representations of cultural diversity on television and 
what kinds of programs do, or could, best reflect Australian cultural diversity.

Entertainment Insights facilitated these groups and I sat in as an observer 
for the bulk of them. The groups were divided into SBS ‘core viewers’ (mixed 
gender, over 40 years old) and younger culturally diverse viewers, plus groups 
recruited specifically to reflect on the subject matter of the series. These included 
audiences who had arrived in Australia as part of the post-war migration boom 
discussing Immigration Nation, and recently arrived refugee groups discussing 
Go Back to Where You Came From (hereafter Go Back). The focus groups were 
held in Australia’s two largest cities, Sydney and Melbourne, the small city of 
Newcastle, and Shepparton, a country town in Victoria. 

One limitation of this study was that the focus groups were based on a 
constructed viewing experience. A week or so prior to each group, the partici-
pants were posted a DVD of two episodes of one of the two series (selected 
according to the study sample) and asked to watch them and record their 
initial thoughts in a pre-task work booklet (‘viewing diary’) before attending 
the group. A percentage of each group had seen some or all of the content on 
television when it screened. Significant proportions of participants chose to 
watch (or re-watch) the DVD with family and friends, although others viewed 
it alone. Thus this model did not provide ‘natural’ or detailed ethnographic 
insights, but rather it relied on reported attitudes and behaviours. 
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Further as an employee of SBS, I also had a very strong personal and profes-
sional investment in the value of multicultural media overall and approached 
the study with this bias. I attempted to counter this by engaging with dissent-
ing views amongst participant responses and questioning my own approach 
throughout the process. 

The study findings were discussed in depth by the researchers and the com-
missioning team. The long version of the report was delivered to SBS, and we 
assisted in refining this into top-line findings which are published on the SBS 
website (Entertainment Insights 2012). This shortened version is referenced 
occasionally in this analysis as the Entertainment Insights report. 

The value of media service as public resource
This research draws on understandings of media use as part of everyday life, a 
source of identity formation and resource that fuels and shapes social interac-
tion. Factual programmes in particular can provide common points of reference 
for conversations about important issues in a multicultural society (Bird 2011), 
conversations that are increasingly happening online (Dahlgren 2005; Green 
& Jenkins 2011; Janssen & Kies 2005). Of our two documentaries, Go Back 
caused a storm on Twitter and other social media sites, trending as the top 
subject on Twitter on the first night of screening, an example of ‘spreadable’ 
media (Green & Jenkins 2011).

Analysis of the comments made by audience participants in this study was 
conducted with the understanding that responses to television content emerge 
from the context of individual experiences and subjectivities (Liebes & Katz, 
1993: 20). The study includes the perspective of ex-asylum seekers, recently 
arrived migrants, long-term migrants (products of post-war migration), second-
generation Australians and Anglo-Australians. Their experiences and identities 
inevitably add complex layers of meaning to their interpretation of the series’ 
content – as the series provide points of reference for self-identification and 
the approaches taken by the filmmakers in grappling with complex content 
around human experiences. 

The subject areas of both series’ – immigration and asylum seeking – are 
considered to be ‘difficult’ topics that tend to polarise opinion in Australia. Yet 
drawing on discussions in the focus groups, our analysis suggests that the pro-
grammes provided common resources around which audiences could develop 
identifications or reactions that were interwoven with their responses to impor-
tant social issues and historically informed understandings of Australian society. 
John Mepham (1990: 60) has called such resources ‘usable stories’, stories which 
can assist us to “make imaginatively informed choices and responses to other 
people” and to “articulate our feelings and aspirations”. These documentaries 
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are also examples of media as “…resources for talk, for recognition, identifica-
tion, and incorporation as we measure, or do not measure, our images and our 
lives against those we see on the screen” (Silverstone, 1999: 18). 

Roger Silverstone describes how narratives interact with “everyday dis-
courses” of gossip, rumours and casual interactions interdependently to “frame 
and measure experience” (Silverstone, 1999: 11). The documentary viewing 
experience and subsequent talk become key parts of an individual’s (and a 
community’s) wider experiences of important political issues. Marie Gillespie’s 
work on “TV talk” helps one to understand how media texts are understood 
through interaction and interpretation. Her work explored how media mean-
ings are negotiated and contested via interactions with others, and how they 
assist in the generation of new identities (Gillespie, 1995). With this in mind, I 
will now analyse how audiences articulated their responses to our SBS docu-
mentary programmes and consider their utility as catalysts for conversations 
about multicultural society.

Audience engagement with Go Back To Where You Came From
SBS publicity described Go Back as a “reverse immersive journey” for “six 
ordinary Australians” with a range of views on the issue of asylum seekers, a 
key issue in Australian political debate that had been making headlines. The six 
protagonists observed the reverse journeys of two separate groups of refugees 
they met in Australia – one family from Burundi and one group of young men 
from Iraq. In interviews conducted for this study, the producers described the 
format as a “constructed documentary”. This format takes so-called ‘ordinary 
people’ – albeit people carefully cast in the programme – on a constructed 
experience focused on a theme and allowing for unscripted responses. The 
Director, Ivan O’Mahoney, described the format in the following terms:

The form should be driven by the story and the best way of telling it …You 

have got to be thinking about the message and what you want to achieve and 

how you make your programme to draw an audience in and make entertain-

ing television...I think we have a duty to engage as wide an audience as we 

can because we are being paid by these people [tax payers]. 

Reality television formats are by now very familiar to Australian audiences, 
although they have rarely explored such pointedly political issues. The con-
structed documentary approach is atypical for SBS, and initially confounded 
some audiences: 

At first, having the contestants, a reality TV show was a bit – I thought this 

was a bit different, but just the content itself is very much SBS. Certainly 

entertained viewers learn something, and they did that, about a particular 
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topic or particular point of interest at the moment, and it did that. It definitely 

felt like an SBS show. (Male, under 35 years, Anglo background, Sydney).

The producers and commissioners of Go Back sought to use constructed docu-
mentary to explore issues usually only addressed in the framework of news 
and current affairs programming. The use of a different, more popular format 
deliberately targeted a wider audience for the content – including younger 
viewers. This reportedly had an impact:

It was something you were entertained by in the beginning, so it got you kind 

of hooked in, and you stayed in. I know some of the guys at work...and they 

were the ones telling me about it! And these are eighteen-year old guys! If it’s 

not Family Guy and it’s not comedy-related, it’s not really for them! (Female, 

under 35 years, Italian/Greek background, Melbourne).

Not all audiences found the constructed documentary format appealing. For 
some it was considered “just another reality show”, or “too set up”, particularly 
when dealing with challenging humanitarian issues. 

I tend to think it was the plight and the refugees that, kind of – none of the 

characters I liked, basically. Every one of them I just didn’t...there was just 

something about them all. Personality traits, whatever. I just couldn’t warm 

to any of them, so I found the show a bit irritating because of that. I liked 

where they went and what they did and stuff like that, but again, yeah, too 

set-up...– choosing these individuals seemed too set-up. (Male, over 35 years, 

Anglo background, Melbourne).

I just flicked through it at the point where that young girl was saying that she 

didn’t like certain – I think Africans, I think she said, and I was just freaked. 

I thought it was just another reality show, so I turned it off. (Male, over 35 

years, Anglo/Albanian background, Shepparton).

This level of discomfort seemed to revolve around both the attitudes of the 
protagonists of the show, and the format used to explore them. It may be that 
the discomfort lay in being asked to identify with ‘ordinary Australians’ who 
were expressing racist views, or that the juxtaposition of such comments in a 
form usually considered entertainment was too confronting with reference to 
such a live and polarising political issue. 

Australian attitudes to refugees
While Go Back was often described as being ‘about refugees’, the central ex-
ploration focused on the attitudes of the Australian protagonists, and whether 
their attitudes changed when exposed to new information and situations. The 
six protagonists, their careful casting and the diversity and extremities of views 
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they represented, eliciting a kind of ‘love them or hate them’ response, were 
key to audience engagement with the programme. Participants in this study, 
and those commenting about the programme on social media, tended to view 
and critique protagonists’ comments and behaviours in relation to their own 
social or ethical values. Many participants expressed shock and anger about 
the protagonists’ views, and the intensity of this response appeared to drive 
the need to watch in order to see what would happen and who would be 
transformed by the experience or ‘journey’. 

I think it was a train wreck you could see coming, and just wanted to stick 

around and watch it in terms of these personalities who are clearly racist – you 

knew they were going for a bit of a slap-down – and whether they would 

change. That kept the compelling nature going, where you just wanted to 

see: is this person going to change? Is this person going to stay exactly the 

same? (Female, over 35 years, Anglo background, Melbourne).

The refugees in our groups found the representation of the protagonists’ views 
on the issue more enlightening. The Iraqi men living in Shepparton who had 
been recently released from detention centres were shocked by the views ex-
pressed by the programme’s participants. Their response speaks to issues of 
language and media access for these groups, factors that restrict participation 
in public discourse around issues directly affecting them. 

We got surprised that some people in Australia don’t like refugees. They 

dislike them. Yes. We got surprised...so, there are some people, really, in 

Australia, who don’t like refugees? (Male, Iraqi refugee through an Interpreter, 

Shepparton).

The participants in our discussion groups who had arrived as refugees some 
time ago were more familiar with views represented in Go Back, but they also 
identified the programme as a resource for better understanding.

…because of this programme, we refugees, we understand the perception 

of Australians, what is in Australians’ minds about refugees. Through this 

programme we understand what Australians talk about, what they feel about 

refugees, so this one is the best mirror to understand what is in Australians’ 

minds. (Male, African refugee, Newcastle).

One participant of African refugee background felt that the programme had 
changed perceptions of him in his local community, attributing its broadcast 
to an increasing comfort on the part of his neighbours with talking to him and 
including him in local activities. 
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Human stories
In his interview for this study, programme producer Michael Cordell said that 
a key aim of the programme was “to demonstrate that behind all these issues 
are human stories that are often forgotten” (Entertainment Insights 2012, 6). 
The affect produced by individual, personal stories amongst audiences, com-
bined with the popularity of the series, created opportunities for identification 
and empathetic engagement that were lacking in much of the news discourse 
around refugees in Australia. One study participant described it this way: 

It’s making the story a story, not just the facts. Because facts in themselves are 

fine, but for a long period of time, if you’re just seeing facts, you don’t feel 

connected to it. So I guess … this is a really important part as to why we’re 

interested, because if you feel something, you want to know more about it. 

(Female, under 35 years, Anglo background, Sydney). 

While the six protagonists were central to engaging audiences with the pro-
gramme experience, the stories of the featured refugees had the most emo-
tional impact on viewers. The Entertainment Insights report described it in the 
following way “As the protagonists walked in the shoes of the refugees so did 
the Australian audience – seeing what the participants saw, feeling what they 
felt. Viewers were bought into contact with the refugees through the presence 
of our Australian representatives”.

The majority of study participants expressed strong identification with the 
refugees whose stories were represented in Go Back. For many, it was the 
first time they’d found a connection with the personal story of a person who 
was seeking asylum.

I found the actual refugee stories very compelling and heartbreaking. I didn’t 

feel that much empathy with the characters, as in the people going through 

the experience, as much as I did with the actual, real refugees. (Female, over 

35 years, Anglo background, Melbourne).

Almost all of the participants who were not from refugee backgrounds them-
selves described the programme as an eye-opener on refugee issues about 
which they had limited awareness in the past:

I suppose what struck me, really, was the conditions of how people live in 

these countries. What was shown there, it was really, really shocking. (Male, 

over 35 year, Lithuanian background, Parramatta).

Some of the respondents with refugee backgrounds saw the programme as 
an important validation that would educate their own children on the refugee 
experience, doing so in a way they appeared to feel they could not. 

I must say, what I found out from this programme: first of all, it reminds us 

who we are, and it reminds us where we come from, so that our kids – be-
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cause I have kids who have not been in the refugee camp as children, so 

they’ll never understand where we came from [because] some of them grew 

up in Australia – this programme is helping them understand where they 

come from. (Male, African refugee, Newcastle).

Of course the forms of identification would be vastly different for those who 
never had the type of experience depicted in the programme, and also between 
and within refugee groups. Media experiences are attributed with meaning that 
is interwoven with social and political identities in a range of ways (see (Lieb-
es & Katz, 1993: 20). Many of the participants in this study felt that the levels 
of engagement they had experienced around the plight of refugees through 
viewing this programme would, or at least ‘should’, shift the attitudes of other 
viewers of the programme. 

I felt like it was, you know, trying to expose that side of it, that experience of 

it. Not necessarily to make people go, “OK, we’re going to change how we 

work,” for people to understand it, but maybe that understanding or empathy 

is a basis. Maybe that’s the first step in trying to change...so it’s sort of like 

exposing the situation. (Female, under 35 years, Anglo background, Sydney).

Several participants in each of our groups expressed the hope that the trans-
formation of opinions and attitudes to refugees amongst the programme’s 
protagonists would have an impact on the broader Australian community and 
similarly change minds.

I think the whole point is, mainstream Australians are quite racist, a lot of them. 

And it’s only through experiencing what our fellow human beings are going 

through in other countries that we’ve had our military involved in: for exam-

ple, Afghanistan. To me, seeing that program has given me a little bit of hope 

that some of these people with their narrow views can be changed by seeing 

people face to face. (Female, over 35 years, Anglo background, Melbourne).

The impact of these mediated ‘face-to-face’ interactions, offering broadcast 
audience opportunities to identify, critique, express horror, recommend, 
share and comment, speaks to the intentions of SBS as a “catalyst for national 
conversations” about diversity. While there was some ambivalence about the 
programme format, it did appear to cut through more traditional frames and 
contexts for debating these issues or connect with audience behaviours around 
‘liking’, sharing and discussing content in a way that providing new points of 
access on a challenging issue. Two quotes capture this line of thought: 

I think it gives everyone a really good insight, it educates people, and it gets 

people talking...they’re important issues that should be discussed, I believe. 

It’s good media... (Female, under 35 years, Egyptian background, Melbourne)
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And everyone has such an opinion. Like, so many people are so – like, a 

lot of people on the show, which is what the show was about – people 

have such staunch opinions and they have almost zero idea of the facts, you 

know? …But yeah, as you said, like, something bad is happening to someone 

somewhere, but when a story is in your face like that...maybe I might realign 

my views, or think twice before saying, ‘All asylum seekers should be turned 

away’. (Male, under 35 years, Anglo background, Sydney).

Many participants described talking about the programme and seeking out 
others’ views and positions on the issue after watching. As the Entertainment 
Insights report (2011, 8) asserts: 

Go Back to Where You Came From was a major topic of discussion in the 

workplaces, on the radio, in Facebook, Twitter and on TV talk shows during 

the week it went to air. Groups reported conversations with work colleagues, 

family and friends. Predominantly, our focus group participants believed 

their opinions on the issues had shifted with new insights they had gained 

from the program.

Immigration Nation audience engagement
Immigration Nation was a narrative-driven historical documentary built around 
primary source archival material and interviews with those who experienced 
elements of Australia’s ‘White Australia Policy’ first hand, their descendents 
and academics. For some study participants, the approach seemed to strike 
the right balance. 

That’s what I liked, actually, because you have the academic; you have the 

personal, anecdotal commentary; but then you have some of that real feed, 

you know, of the propaganda documentaries and things like that. So it was 

kind of this whole…you’re getting the whole-picture, I suppose, view of it 

all. (Female, under 35 years, European background, Melbourne).

For many participants in the study, this element of Australian history, or at least 
this particular take on it, was both novel and informative. Many expressed shock 
that they had no prior awareness of the realities of their country’s proscriptive 
immigration policy.

I just felt really embarrassed that I didn’t know about it. I hadn’t learnt about 

it. Like, I’d heard the ‘White Australia Policy,’ the term, in the past, and never 

thought to actually go and find out about what it really meant and what it 

was about...It’s like, why am I born and raised in this country, never lived 

anywhere else and never wanted to live anywhere else, and why don’t I 

know about this? (Female, over 35 years, Italian background, Melbourne)
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I had just always thought of Australia as a multicultural nation until I watched 

that first episode…Yeah, it blew me away…I was shocked, and ‘What the hell 

is this?’ (Male, under 35 years, European background, Melbourne).

As in Go Back, the personal stories and direct experiences that were an out-
come of the Policy had the most emotional impact for viewers in this study. 
High levels of audience engagement, including high levels of recalled detail, 
were evident in the individual stories of families and individuals who had been 
impacted by the Policy. 

[That] Immigration Nation episode where they were showing the family 

where the husband was here, and then his family, with the kids. And they 

were showing photos of the kids with their mum. That was horrible, you 

know, that they’re dividing the family and those bonds, and the children 

don’t have their father because of the immigration...It was just horrible. But 

when you see the photos, it does connect you to a face and somebody. 

It just is more powerful. (Female, under 35 years, European background, 

Melbourne).

Participants from migrant backgrounds, particularly in the older groups, ex-
pressed strong levels of identification with the migrant experiences portrayed in 
this series. One older Italian woman wept when she described the immigration 
screening processes she and other migrants were subjected to before entering 
Australia, as represented in the series. In group discussions, there was a high 
level of ‘switching’ between describing the programme and relating personal 
experiences, and many recounted the same occurring when they discussed the 
programmes with others in their families and friendship circles. For some, this 
was a painful experience, particularly in recalling prevailing racist sentiments 
when they arrived in Australia:

Honey, nowadays it’s [racism] really diluted. You should have been here in 

the Seventies, when they tell you ‘Piss off, Asians,’ and they write across the 

wall, ‘Asians out.’ And they tell you to piss off, and all these things. And you 

know, I was a child at school. I used to go into fights with people that were 

calling me names and stuff… (Female, over 35 years, Vietnamese refugee, 

Parramatta).

Some younger audiences expressed ambivalence or discomfort over the way 
the programme highlighted the negative experiences of the past. Several in each 
of the younger groups expressed renewed anger about the policies that had 
been, perhaps, poorly understood or latently tolerated. A young Italian woman 
in Shepparton was particularly affected, and described the Policy as insulting, 
and by extension felt distanced from the programme that was exposing them 
to this, although she noted in her viewing diary: 
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It gave me an understanding of why we experienced the discrimination and 

racism we received. (Female, over 35 years, Italian background, Shepparton).

Anglo-Australians were shocked to learn that the diversity they now took for 
granted in Australian society had been so hard-won. Some described feeling 
discomfited after watching the programme, although still claiming high levels 
of engagement: 

It makes me want to learn more. And what I feel we have done to immigrant 

families makes me so angry, confused and uncomfortable – sad that we re-

ally were a racist country and I really don’t like that because I have always 

thought we were the lucky country (lucky if you were white). (Female, under 

35 years, Anglo background, Shepparton, Viewing Diary). 

I felt very uncomfortable and sad watching this and realising that the ‘great’ 

country that I was born in and raised in was founded on a very racist and 

cruel law. I also felt emotional that I didn’t know about the White Australia 

Policy before. (Female, over 35 years, Italian background, Melbourne, View-

ing Diary).

Some drew parallels with current policy and spontaneously started talking 
about other issues related to immigration, in particular refugee and asylum 
seeker policy. There were references to past and contemporary policies in 
their remarks:

We are actually still doing that. We are separating children in detention now, 

which I find funny that people seem to detach themselves from that. Do you 

know what I mean? We can watch that [Immigration Nation] and go, ‘“Oh, 

that’s really terrible’. ‘Oh, hang on a minute’. (Female, over 35 years, Greek 

background, Melbourne)

And for some, the series reportedly generated a new appreciation of multi-
culturalism. 

Seeing as that I have quite a few ethnic friends, seeing what their parents 

and grandparents had to put up with made me quite sad. But I also gained 

respect for them because of the love they can still have for their adopted na-

tion considering all we have done. (Male, under 35 years, Anglo background, 

Shepparton, Viewing Diary).

I believe the message reaffirms to me the importance of multiculturalism in 

Australia. Although racism and discrimination is sometimes apparent, it gives 

me hope that a positive message is supported in media and greater society for 

equality. (Male, under 35 years, Asian background, Sydney, Viewing Diary).
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“Usable stories” and common points of reference
The analysis of audience responses in this study suggests that in these docu-
mentaries SBS has provided cultural resources around which audiences could 
develop understanding, empathies, identifications or reactions that assisted 
them to negotiate their responses to important social issues. These resources 
were important to cultivating debate around ‘difficult subjects’ in a complex 
multicultural society, providing “usable stories” and common points of refer-
ence (Mepham, (1990: 60).

The range of groups included in the study generated a range of unique 
subject positions in relation to the content. When shown Go Back, for example, 
one group of recent refugees, who had arrived by sea, asked their facilitator 
– through a translator – “do Australians really feel this way about us?” In the 
Immigration Nation groups, some of the older Italian-Australians who had come 
through immigration assessment processes and the physical appraisal depicted 
in the series, became emotional when describing the documentary images and 
sequences, recounting how dehumanising they had found those experiences. 
Others expressed more ambivalent responses, such as the Afghani female asylum 
seeker who triggered a long discussion about the illegitimacy of boat arrivals.

Both programmes featured in this study sought to challenge pre-conceived 
ideas and to provoke debate. Across the participant groups, a large number 
of individuals appeared to have responded to the content in this way. They 
described high levels of affective engagement and some significant discomfort 
in response to the issues portrayed. Some participants, mainly those from non-
English speaking backgrounds, expressed a different kind of frustration, an 
anger or ambivalence about the issues covered in the programme. This was 
particularly true of younger culturally and linguistically diverse Australians, 
particularly those of second-and third- generation responding to Immigration 
Nation’s re-engagement with Australia’s racist past. For older migrants to Aus-
tralia, the series provided an important, if painful, validation. 

Although the series did not fully reflect our refugee participants own experi-
ences they hoped it would go some way to bridging the lack of understanding 
about asylum seekers in Australia. None were more hopeful than refugees about 
the impact of Go Back: some thought it would be likely to transform the debate 
in Australia and others felt it had already started to have an impact in their lo-
cal communities. While this may be optimistic, it is revealing of the perceived 
power of documentaries to provide emotional connection and, through this 
connection, to communicate ideas, start discussions or even to change minds. 

The programmes could not be claimed to have fundamentally changed the 
political landscape in Australia or radically shifted majority public opinion. 
They did, however add new layers to audience perceptions of, and responses 
to, immigration policy, race and intolerance. Focus group conversations and 
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debates revealed a high level of engagement with those issues as audiences 
navigated their reactions to the content. As both documentaries now have an 
extended life as educational resources complemented by outreach materials, 
interactive online components and additional factsheets and information, this 
impact is ongoing. Go Back series one was the highest rating programme for 
SBS in 2011 and a second series won a popular television award in 2012 and 
an international Emmy award in 2013. 	

It is difficult to assess how much insights from these focus groups contributed 
to the design of other factual programs, as the creative development process 
draws on such a range of influences. However, the study certainly helped sup-
port this approach to factual content as catalyst for conversation – within the 
organisation, and with external stakeholders including government. The research 
findings were quoted extensively in public statements by senior management, 
annual reports, submissions to government (including funding submissions) and 
corporate documents. The broad notion of audience that informed this study 
has since been used in SBS outreach and community engagement activities. 

Importantly the findings suggest that as our public lives are increasingly lived 
in and through media, PSM can create opportunities for better understanding 
between its constituents. Perhaps one of its most important and valuable con-
tributions is as catalyst, and platform, for national conversations about difficult 
social issues. When the resources informing these conversations are developed 
in the public interest, rather than purely ratings and subscription- or advertiser-
driven commercial interests, there is some optimism for more inclusive and 
informed public debates. 
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Finding the Value in Public Value Partnerships
Lessons from Partnerships Strategies and Practices  
in the United Kingdom, Netherlands and Flanders

Tim Raats, Karen Donders & Caroline Pauwels

This chapter addresses the value of partnership projects and the constituting 
elements that contribute to their success. In repositioning themselves as public 
service media [PSM] organisations, broadcasters have increasingly incorporated 
the pursuit of partnerships in policies and strategies. Engaged in collaborations 
and joint ventures with cultural and educational institutions, such as museums, 
universities and film development bodies, they seek to expand the reach of 
their remits and increase the quality of their outputs and services. Partnerships 
have also provided a means to increase return-on-investment by expanding 
the distribution, and enhancing efficiency by sharing costs. 

As such, the idea of partnerships has been explicitly linked to the achieve-
ment of public value (Moore 1995; Benington & Moore 2011). The BBC has 
heavily emphasised the importance of partnerships in strategy documents, 
gradually developing a ‘partnership agenda’ (BBC Trust 2008). Other PSM op-
erators have also incorporated partnerships as a key factor for enhancing their 
public service remits (Aslama & Clark 2012; Raats 2012; Lowe 2010). A focus on 
public value partnerships [PVP] is considered key in deploying a full-portfolio 
strategy while also staying true to the traditional rationale and core values of 
the ethos that legitimates PSB (Lowe 2010; Leurdijk 2005).

Partnership is popular among policymakers, encouraged through media 
regulation and formalised in management contracts, pushing the partnership 
agenda as essential to overarching ecosystem and for a multi-stakeholder ap-
proach (Donders & Raats 2012). In partnerships, PSM has found a strategic 
mechanism to legitimate operations and safeguard the organisation (Raats 2014). 

Despite the relevance from a policy perspective, this strategy entails a two-
fold risk. First, policymakers can advance partnership requirements to address 
short-term needs in media markets with the result that collaboration is pushed to 
compensate for cutbacks (see the Dutch case in Raats 2012).1 Secondly, there is 
a risk that the continuous emphasis on partnerships in policy statements might 
present collaboration as an absolute and the only solution for addressing PSM 

Chapter 14
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challenges. When not evaluated against its practice, this can dilute the actual 
value of partnership – at worst ending up as an empty box. 

In this chapter, we approach public value with an emphasis on two ques-
tions: how do partnerships contribute to value, and what are the underlying 
factors contributing to the value of projects? The chapter has four parts. The first 
contextualises the academic focus on partnerships and introduces the ‘digital 
commons’ as an overarching perspective for PSM in a networked environment. 
It describes the turn to a partnership agenda and discusses the characteristics 
of public value partnerships. Drawing on the conceptualisation of public value 
management (Moore 1995; Stoker 2006; Benington & Moore 2011), we tie 
partnership to the public value concept and analyse the motives and constitut-
ing factors for partnership. Next, PSM literature and organisational theory are 
combined to develop criteria for assessing PVPs and their outcomes. These 
dimensions create a framework for analysing three flagship projects: A History 
of the World in 100 Objects (BBC), De Canvascollectie (VRT) and Cinema.nl 
(VPRO). The cases are useful for discussing wider partnership commitments 
within PSM. The last part evaluates the cases from a comparative perspective 
to enhance the framework for application in other domains. 

Evidence is derived from analysis of policy documents (strategy documents, 
press statements, vision notes, reports, management contracts) and interviews 
with twenty-two experts who are PSM representatives and other stakeholders 
involved partnership projects with PSM organisations. The interviews were 
conducted between February 2010 and June 2012. 

Partnerships as a pre-requisite for PSM
In analysing the shift to PSM, scholars increasingly study the organisational role 
from a network perspective (Himmelstein & Aslama 2003; Collins 2010; Brown 
& Goodwin 2010; Aslama-Horowitz & Clark in this volume). PSM is described 
as a pivotal node in an increasingly networked system of media and societal 
relations. The ‘digital commons’ notion, first advanced by Graham Murdock 
(2005: 227), envisages this as “a linked space defined by its shared refusal of 
commercial enclosure and its commitment to free and universal access, reci-
procity, and collaborate activity” … [with PSB] as “the principal node in an 
emerging network of public and civic initiatives”. This notion depends on a 
fundamental revision in our understanding of audience, resting on the premise 
of significant participation. The notion also depends on success in building 
partnerships with other public institutions: schools, museums, archives and 
arts centres, and civil society organisations. These twin aspects of the digital 
commons are emphasised in other academic literature on partnership and PSM 
(e.g. Mjos 2012; Lowe 2010; Aslama 2010; Jackson 2010; Jakubowicz 2008).
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The motives for partnership are explicitly linked with the delivery of public 
value in corporate strategies and promotion, if mainly as something implicit 
in academic literature (until recently). As noted earlier, the BBC promotes 
partnership as a means to guarantee fulfilment of its public service remit (BBC 
2004 & 2008). Claims about collaborating with public institutions throughout 
the UK mirror the digital commons notion. As former BBC Director General 
Mark Thompson (2011) exclaimed, “We’re also working more closely than 
ever before with the UK’s cultural institutions, many hundreds of them. We 
know how important we can be in connecting them, their current work and 
their rich archives with the public, because we know that we share the same 
public space”. This provides a good example of public service corporations 
promoting the ‘partnership agenda’ as a key component of an overarching 
strategy: “For the BBC, partnership is no longer a theory. It is a proven model 
– indeed it is now the default model for the BBC when any new large-scale 
issue or opportunity presents itself” (BBC 2008: 10). In practice, however, the 
implementation of partnership happens on a selective, incremental and prag-
matic basis (Raats 2012). 

The collaboration we refer to as ‘public value partnership’ underscores 
ventures with other players that serve the core domains of PSM and provides 
a new service or type of content. As both the partnership agenda and the at-
tachment to public value originated at the BBC (Collins 2007), it is our primary 
example to discuss the partnership agenda. In the years since, the BBC’s focus 
on public value partnerships has increasingly been adopted by other PSM 
operators, including the Flemish VRT (VRT & Flemish Government 2011) and 
the Dutch NPO (2010). 

In the BBC’s current Editorial Guidelines (2013a) the term is explicitly used 
to herald collaboration that “seeks to offer the greatest public value by work-
ing in partnership with others” in order to “inspire and motivate audiences far 
more powerfully”, said to be advanced by working with others, and to “deliver 
added value for audiences and our partners” (section 16.4.22). PVP in practice 
mostly entails joint editorial initiatives for cross-media projects. The scope 
of these projects, as well as the structure, varies from co-operation between 
broadcasters and museums to develop a television programme together with 
an off-air exhibition, to the joint creation of a web platform that integrates 
archival content from art institutions. 

Public value and the partnership agenda
The value that PVP is supposed to create corresponds with the ‘public value’ 
framework as conceptualised by Mark H. Moore (1995). It’s clear Moore’s 
theory was instrumental to the BBC’s 2004 proposal for Building Public Value 
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(Collins 2007). For Moore, public value is evident in whatever is valued by a 
public as citizens, and not only as individuals or in the guise of consumers (see 
also O’Flynn 2007). In this light, partnerships can be considered a managerial 
means for enhancing the delivery of what the public values, and whatever also 
adds value to the public sphere (Benington & Moore 2011). Some observations 
are worth noting. 

Firstly, public value is more than showcasing distinctiveness and perfor-
mance; that which adds value to the public sphere effectively contributes to it. 
The aims must be clear, as well as the proposed outcomes (not simply outputs). 
The work necessary to build and maintain legitimacy is essential for securing 
support and resources, what Moore called the “authorizing environment” (1995: 
164). Thus, an emphasis on partnership is of central importance to the process 
of enhancing public value. 

Secondly, public value management should be “able to show that the results 
obtained are worth the cost of private consumption and unrestrained liberty 
forgone in producing the desirable results. Only then can we be sure that some 
public value has been created” (ibid: 29). That clearly entails efforts to measure 
public value outcomes. No easy task, but crucial nonetheless.

Thirdly, scholars in the field of organisation studies have considered public 
value as the core principle for governance in a networked environment (see 
especially Stoker 2006 and Benington’s work in the co-edited 2011 volume 
with Moore). Public value management requires securing support from a broad 
(though variable) set of stakeholders, in the case of PSM among those that 
recognise the importance of a shared public space along the lines of a digital 
commons. Public value depends not only on what government and public sector 
institutions do and provide, but also on voluntary initiatives and private sector 
contributions (Benington & Moore 2011). Thus, adding public value depends 
on a broad ecosystem and its realisation requires taking a multi-stakeholder 
approach, as discussed in recent policy discussions where PSM is conceived 
as a motor and standard to increase the value and position of other players in 
the ecosystem (Lund & Lowe 2013; Donders & Raats 2012; Kraus & Karmasin 
2012). Most notably, it can be found in studies commissioned or conducted by 
Ofcom (2009) that present partnership as a means (but not the sole solution) 
for maintaining the amount of regional programming, children’s programming, 
and the overall percentage of content that is domestically produced in the UK.

Fourthly, Moore (1995) highlights the operational capabilities of organisations 
as being vital to creating public value. This refers to all the assets, financial, 
personnel, skills and technology, and an optimal allocation of resource capac-
ity. A transition towards the network configuration is not, despite the similar 
nature and apparent shared goals of public institutions, seamless and clear-
cut. Because the digital commons lacks a structural, practical component, the 
perspective oddly overlooks power asymmetries that have been highlighted 



267

FINDING THE VALUE IN PUBLIC VALUE PARTNERSHIPS

by others (Kettle 1993; Clegg 1989). While PSM partnerships have rarely been 
investigated in-depth, contributions hint at a series of thresholds, situated on 
the level of broadcasting organisations themselves as well as the surrounding 
contexts (e.g. Severson 2006; Leurdijk 2005; Alm & Lowe 2003; Hoynes 2003). 

Interestingly, the three constituting elements in Moore’s strategic triangle 
(authorising environment, public value outcomes, and operational capabilities) 
correspond with the underlying motives of PSM to engage in partnerships. The 
pursuit is framed as an initiative for gaining efficiency and productivity (op-
erational capabilities), to enhance public service provision through synergies 
(public value outcomes), and to secure the support of various stakeholders to 
consolidate PSM legitimacy (authorising environment).

A framework for analysing public value partnerships
In analysing the value in PVP we can differentiate between the direct value of 
partnership projects, the outcomes in terms of audience reach and apprecia-
tion, getting more people involved in the PSB remit, increased quality through 
synergies, etc., and their indirect value, especially involvement with the cultural 
sector that enhances appreciation of the public service remit. But this poses 
difficulties for measurement regarding the value of public partnerships, at least 
as much as in measuring public value per se. Furthermore, one needs to also 
differentiate between the value of partnerships and the value of partnership 
projects. Often broadcasters measure the success of projects on the success of 
the collaboration, rather than the outcome of the project (interview with VRT 
representative; NPO representative). Obviously these are intertwined, but part-
nership success as such is not a suitable proxy for the degree to which public 
value has been created or added. Conversely, public value does not necessarily 
stem from a seamless partnership. Just because things go well together doesn’t 
mean they have gone right. Grasp public value requires analysis of the under-
lying factors that contribute to the success of a PVP’s outcomes. We therefore 
draw on PSM literature and insights regarding public-private partnership (PPP) 
because that has a much deeper history than PVP. 

PSM scholars addressing organisational and strategic challenges that are 
characteristic of co-operation often point to the benefits of decentralising, but 
equally stress the importance of maintaining core capacity and expertise to 
safeguard competitive advantage and preserve a distinctive corporate identity 
(Norbäck 2010; Alm & Lowe 2003). Hoynes (2003) described how an increased 
commitment to engage in public-private ventures at PBS in the United States 
resulted in the commercialisation of core competences and eventually eroded 
a distinctive identity. Alm and Lowe (2003: 230a.f.) referred to both knowledge 
and capacity dependency as factors meriting consideration in strategies related 
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to decentralisation and co-operation. Thus, distinctiveness in this regard hinges 
on two components: 1) managing the core competencies and capacity in 
partnerships, and 2) safeguarding the distinctive character and values of PSM. 

Others point to the legislative burden that develops in co-operation strate-
gies. Leurdijk (2007) for example shows through case studies that legislative 
frameworks are often contradictory, hermetic and insufficiently adapted to the 
hybrid broadcasting climate that is characteristc of partnerships and co-operation 
strategies. Media management perspectives discuss the importance of con-
nectedness in media clusters, in both formal and casual aspects (Mjos 2011). 
Karlsson and Picard (2011: 289) distinguish between density, which refers to 
the amount of linkages, and intensity, which refers to the amound of activity. 
They underscore the importance of interdependence because how partners are 
connected is more important than the domains in which they are connected. 
From the perspective, we can assume that the closer to the strategic and distinc-
tive core of the remit, the more complex and difficult the partnerships will be. 

Perspectives on the dynamics of public-private partnerships (Bovaird 2004; 
Rosenau 2000) agree the notion is vague and discuss the immense breadth of 
relevant domains. Brinkerhoff and Brinkerhoff (2010) consider PPPs according 
to the degree of co-operation, pinned to two concepts that constitute its struc-
ture and define outcomes: 1) the degree of ‘mutuality’ as the ways in which 
partners have agreed on shared investment, shared outcome, shared objectives 
and horizontal decision-making; and 2) ‘organizational identity’ as the ways in 
which the core defining features of partners are preserved when engaging in 
partnership. Analysis of project networks (Sydow & Staber 2002) emphasise the 
importance of flexibility, horizontal structure and informal ties in partnership 
projects. This also shows the importance of control and co-ordination, as well 
as reconciling flexibility with existent traditional and often rigid organisational 
structures. Indeed, partnership projects pose challenges to PSB strategy in the 
need to reconcile a new and rather high degree of ‘openness’ with “paradig-
matic ways of thinking and acting”, and for the PSM organisation in the legacy 
context of corporations that are “typically big, old and powerful” (Lowe 2009: 
15) with deep heritage. Perhaps too often most effort goes into crafting the 
strategy and not enough into guaranteeing alignment of the organisational 
structure that bottle partnership initiatives (Raats 2012).

Our framework summarises these findings to create dimensions which 
contribute to, even determine, both the value and outcomes of public value 
partnerships: 

	 •	 Interdependence = the modalities of partnership commitments (formal or 
informal agreement, project-based or long-term, standardised or specified 
agreements

	 •	 Legislative boundaries = rules enabling or restricting PVP 
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	 •	 Mutuality = the ways in which partners’ interest are aligned and whether 
partners have agreed upon shared motives, objectives, and efforts

	 •	 Distinctiveness = the ways in which PSM safeguards identity and core 
strategic functions 

	 •	 Organisational structure = how size and structure of the organisation 
affect commitments. 

The factors will be used to analyse the outcomes of three partnership initia-
tives in practice. The three cases were selected to fit four criteria. First, they 
are cross-media projects keyed to partnership between a significant PSM or-
ganisation and relevant stakeholders and can be considered as PVPs within 
the scope of the public remit. This does not mean that all partners are public, 
as the Cinema.nl case shows. Second, they have been considered as flagship 
projects for successful partnership strategies, showcased by PSM professionals 
as examples of good practice in this area. Third, they also demonstrate thresh-
olds that are clearly associated with the criteria in our analytical framework, 
and are therefore symptomatic of the limits of the partnership agenda. Finally, 
they feature sufficient contextual differences (i.e. Flanders’ small market, the 
BBC’s size and financial strength; the Dutch pillarised broadcasting system), 
which is important for the general relevance of the framework. 

PSM partnerships in practice
We begin with our case from the BBC, A History of the World in 100 Objects 
[HOTW], then examine ‘De Canvascollectie’ (The Canvas Collection) at VRT in 
Flanders, and conclude with our case from VPRO in the Netherlands, Cinema.nl.

A History of the World in 100 Objects
HOTW was a large-scale BBC project based on a PVP arrangement with the 
British Museum [BM] and various UK cultural institutions. It provides an example 
of the BBC’s co-operation with external stakeholders and a commitment to arts 
and culture in their programmes and services (BBC 2013c). The partnership 
providing the basis for AHOTW, was unprecedented in scale and outcome. 
The project consisted of a 100-episode series programmes, broadcast on BBC’s 
speech network, Radio 4 in 2010 (BBC Press Office 2009).2 Apart from the 
radio series, a website provided additional background, a website served as a 
means to interact with the public and other cultural institutions, as users could 
upload and share details of their artefacts. 

The partnership that was central to the project was based on joint invest-
ment of capacity and resources, and joint editorial responsibilites. An extensive 
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agreement provided the basis for the collaboration (interview with BM, Febru-
ary 2012). The BBC produced and distributed the radio broadcasts and was 
responsible for the website (launched as a sub-site on the Radio 4 website); 
BM staff provided the research and edited their input into draft versions of the 
scripts. BM director Neil McGregor served as the host of the series and BM 
organised an exhibition at the museum uner the HOTW label.

While the BBC and BM formed the core of the initiative, museums, schools 
and individuals throughout the country provided objects and descriptions. On 
a regional level, the museums held events linked to the project and worked 
together with 44 local BBC radio stations (The Guardian 2010). Various agree-
ments existed for the different types of interdepedence (interview with BBC 
strategist, February 2012). 

The project was conceived by both major parties and based on shared interest 
and objectives: making cultural artefacts accessible to the wider audience and 
telling history through grand narratives. Ideas for the project were developed 
as early as 2003. In 2008 a workable structure of the project was agreed upon 
and co-operation in working groups started (interview with BM, February 2012). 
Partner institutions agreed that the public character and accessibility would be 
core to the project. Hence, the series was made available for free on iTunes 
and no commercial exploitation and revenue sharing was pursued.

HOTW reached 4 million people through Radio 4. It was downloaded more 
than 26 million times worldwide. The BM saw an uptake in visitors of 200,000 
people. The website counted around 150,000 daily visitors at the end of the 
project. Website visitors uploaded more than 3240 cultural items (Goring 2011). 
Despite the agreed non-commercial set-up, partners agreed on a book publica-
tion and that has already been picked up in the New York Times bestseller list 
and in the UK it was the most popular historical non-fiction work of all time 
(interview with BM, February 2012). In the British press, the project was valued 
for its high quality content and accessbility, and the bottom-up approach (e.g. 
Hensher 2010; Kennedy 2010). 

The originality and simplicity of the concept were two important factors in 
HOTW’s success. A third factor was the 360° commissioning and cross-media 
delivery of the project. The website allowed ongoing information access during 
and after the broadcasts, markedly extending the lifecycle of the series online 
and providing the necessary continuity in the project, allowing bottom-up initia-
tives to gradually develop and flourish. Local partners were added in process and 
the project picked up by various other BBC players after its launch. Distribution 
via podcasting increased audiences after the radio broadcasts. Underpinning 
these aspects of production, the main factor in the project’s success was in the 
set-up of the partnership itself. 

Firstly, project success depends on mutuality. Both institutions set out to 
provide shared input and equal capacity. Both agreed on the type of resources 
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they could make available, without any financial trade-offs being required. Equal 
sharing of effort was also made more easily because of the significant size of 
the partner organisations and their mutual investment in cultural development. 

Second, interdepedence and distinctiveness were formalised. The extensive 
negotiations resulted in a contract that clearly outlined the involvement and 
commitment of all partners. The BBC’s editorial independence and control on 
the final broadcast were safeguarded at all times and the possible restrains 
that might later hamper collaboration were addressed up front in contract 
negotiations. 

Lastly as regards the organisational factor, although hundreds of people 
from different institutions and branches of them were directly or indirectly in-
volved, the structure of the collaboration was fairly transparent with tasks and 
responsibilities detailed for all relevant BBC and BM staff. A steering group of 
one project leader from BBC and BM led. Subsequent working groups with 
representatives from each organisation were installed (on the website, on the 
exhibition, on a local level). The BBC circumvented rigid structures and pro-
cedures of both organisations, allowing flexibility in the project development 
(Interview with BM, February 2012). 

The Canvas Collection
Inspired by initiatives in the Netherlands and the UK (e.g. the BBC’s Summer 
Exhibition), De Canvascollectie was based on a joint editorial and operational 
partnership with arts organisations and renowned contemporary art museums. 
The initiative originated at VRT’s television channel, Canvas, which was putting 
culture back in the forefront of its programming and was looking for a project 
that would appeal to culturally-engaged audiences, but also stimulate interest 
among broader audiences to get more acquainted with the arts. A comple-
mentary driver for De Canvascollectie was strenuous criticism from the cultural 
sector demanding more relevant programming and creative co-operation from 
VRT. Various cultural and educational institutions were therefore involved in 
the project at a relatively early stage, to enlarge the basis for the project, and 
to provide infrastructure efficiency. The project received an additional 150.000 
euros from the Flemish government, and funding from sponsorships (interview 
with VRT represenative, August 2010).

While the project was conceived as a cross-platform initiative, De Canvas-
collectie mainly revolved around a television programme (10 episodes) where 
amateur artists presented their work to a professional jury and competed for 
awards. The best works were presented in an exhibition, with jury, sponsor 
and public prizes granted to the winners. The project was renewed for a third 
series in 2012. With each series the scope and scale of the partnership enlarged. 
For the second series the Walloon PSB organisation, RTBF (for the French-
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speaking part of Belgium) joined the project, and for the third series the Ger-
man language Belgian broadcaster, BRF, was added. The initiative to involve 
other partners came from the VRT and was motivated by potential benefits in 
scale and financial efficiency (interview with VRT representative, August 2010). 

In the first series, 4,700 amateur artists presented more than 14,000 works 
of art. Selection weekends were organised at cultural venues all over Flanders. 
The project was picked up by the cultural sector in their promotional outlets. 
However, from the perspective of audience development, the direct benefits 
of the programme seem modest. The programme did not reach new audiences 
and showed a relatively low viewer share at an average of 3,4% (VRT 2008). 
The indirect benefits were better: the number of subscriptions to higher arts 
education increased, VRT got better acquainted with the culture sector, and the 
project proved beneficial for the Canvas brand (interview with VRT representa-
tive, August 2010; July 2010). 

Despite serving as an example of good collaboration, the modest outcome 
and failure to provide an appealing project for audiences – at least in the first 
series – resulted from a struggle project leadership. The cultural sector and VRT 
did not set out from shared objectives and goals. Partly this lack of mutuality 
can be explained by the fact that the project grew as discussions took place, 
and partly because of the participants divergent underlying interests (interview 
VRT representative, August 2011). While the partners were keen on creative 
involvement, they were reluctant to financially contribute. As Canvas was the 
main financier, VRT claimed control over the project and the rights to the final 
copy of the broadcast. 

VRT and the cultural sector were overlooking each others’ core competencies 
and distinctiveness, and failed to produce a satisfactory agreement defining the 
tasks and responsibilities of each actor. Initially cultural players felt themselves 
merely involved as logistic partners due to their restricted input into the pro-
ject, and so few were willing to actively participate in the project by providing 
logistic support for the organisation of events. The partners’ commitment and 
mutual understanding has grown over the years, however, and the responsi-
bilities of all participants, as well as the objectives and expectations are now 
much clearer (interview with VRT representative, August 2010). 

In sum, De Canvascollectie shows how a lack of clear agreement and stipu-
lated rules for the partnership structure, motives and interests hamper good 
collaboration. It furthermore shows that the success of partnerships and project 
outcome is not the same, despite the fact that both motives pursue public value.

Cinema.nl
Cinema.nl is the result of the Dutch broadcasting organisation, VPRO3, teaming 
up with De Volkskrant newspaper to create an online platform for film. The 
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project resulted from the consonant interests of two emerging digital media 
players to provide a new service for a similar target audience. Film is an im-
portant part of VPRO’s (2011) cultural programming, and this venture helped 
VPRO gain momentum in repositioning itself as a PSM operator. 

The website was launched in 2002. VPRO provided the name and handled 
development and hosting of the web platform, also delivering related radio 
and television content, audiovisual clips from festivals, and managing user 
interaction. All reviews came from De Volkskrant. Their contribution focused 
on reviews for film in cinema, on television and DVD, and provided news 
updates and coverage of film festivals in the Netherlands and abroad. The site 
was complemented by a newsletter and offered RSS feeds and comments for 
registered users. On radio, Cinema.nl had a broadcast programme. Since 2010 
the web platform has provided a weekly film programme, CinemaTV, focusing 
on festival news, new releases and tips on television (De Volkskrant 2006). 

VPRO and De Volkskrant together provided news updates on the Dutch 
documentary festival IDFA, where both operated as a sponsor in barter deals 
(interview with NPO representative, June 2011). The goal of the project was 
to provide reviews to broader audiences and to increase the impact and posi-
tion of their respective brands. As such, both partners set out from mutuality 
in goals and shared interest, while maintaining distinctiveness through clearly 
demarcated tasks of each partner without editorial interference. 

The project was honoured with the Pritchet prize for best broadcasting 
related multimedia site. By 2006 it reached 900.000 unique visitors monthly. 
In 2011 Cinema.nl reached 12.000 movie fans on daily basis. Both VPRO and 
De Volkskrant considered the partnership fruitful. The web platform is re-
ferred to as an example of a beneficial partnership project that is based on the 
combined strengths of two partners (VPRO 2011; interview NPO, June 2011; 
VPRO July 2011). 

The success of the project and the intrinsic quality of the platform is strongly 
dependant on the collaboration where shared efforts with an interesting crosso-
ver between audiovisual competences and newspaper journalism. However, 
when De Volkskrant planned to include commercial services (ticket sales and 
ads) to increase the financial worth of the platform, a conflict of interest arose. 
These plans conflicted with existing media law, at which point both decided 
to end the partnership and steer their own respective courses (interview with 
NPO representative, June 2011; July 2011). 

Opposing public and private logics resulted in divergent plans that, for one 
partner, conflicted with legislative provisions that ended the partnership after 
ten years.4 In the Netherlands, the legislative leeway for players to co-operate 
with third parties is quite restricted (Commissariat for Media 2009). Interest-
ingly, legislative provisions make no distinction between public and private 
players, but allow exceptions for culture, sports and media partnerships. Since 
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2008 increased efforts have been made by the government and the Commis-
sariat for Media to facilitate partnerships and make existing regulation more 
transparent. This resulted in a clear separation between core tasks and addi-
tional tasks (nevenactiviteiten, allowing more co-operation when the costs of 
the initiative do not supersede revenue), a new public-private co-operation 
scheme, and most recently an experimentation period under which rules are less 
stringent (interview with media regulator, 2011). The provisions were pushed 
by broadcasters, cultural sector and private media partners, making govern-
ment increasingly aware of the paradoxical policy of stimulating partnerships 
on one hand, and prohibiting the same ventures on the other (interview with 
broadcasting representative). 

Both partners have pursued their interest in film on their own platforms. 

Comparing the cases
The cases demonstrate a combination of public value motives from broaden-
ing and enhancing the PSM remit to increasing support and legitimacy for the 
PSM’s position and operations. An underlying factor is the drive for efficiency 
as well, with a focus on increased scale by involving partners or by sharing 
costs and logistic operations (e.g. website development and maintenance, 
marketing costs, etc.). Direct motives and public value goals are hence often, 
but not necessarily always, intertwined.

Measuring the public value of the partnership project is complex and requires 
subjectivity. While the value of these projects is unmistakably connected with 
the inclusion of partners in the project – all three cases demonstrate that the 
project could not have been realised without external partners – measuring 
the specific contribution of value of these partnerships compared to a scenario 
without them is impossible. Secondly, while the public value that broadcast-
ers were pursuing with these partnerships in direct terms (i.e. the short-term 
aims) can be modest, a partnership project can provide indirect benefits in the 
long run (enlarging consensus amongst partners, legitimising PSM, increasing 
the appreciation of culture by its public). Thirdly, the cases acknowledge that 
partnership success is not the same as the value of partnership projects. While 
failed projects can often be traced back to difficulties in co-operation, suc-
cessful co-operation does not guarantee the success of the project. Variables 
including crossmedia embeddedness, theme and target groups, financial input, 
expertise, programming and promotion, viewers, ratings, etc. play a part in the 
success of projects. The cases therefore looked into the constituting enabling 
or restraining factors as described in the second part of this chapter. 

Regarding interdependence, the cases demonstrate the importance of agree-
ments and clearly spelled out tasks. The cases furthermore demonstrate the 
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ad hoc and project-driven character of projects as much as the process-driven 
character of partnerships. An overarching strategic framework is crucial for 
avoiding fragmentation partnerships and networks. 

While some public broadcasters may feel uncomfortable to burden a part-
nership project as early as the development stage with formal obligations, it 
appears a necessary precondition for the distinctiveness of both partners. At the 
BBC clear rules and a concise agreement was essential for success. Conflicts 
with VRT often resulted from a perceived risk of losing distinctiveness due to 
interference in each other’s core tasks and expertise. 

Safeguarding distinctiveness is a feature of legislative restrictions, the third 
constituing factor. Much of the regulation on partnerships centre around financial 
restrictions, guarading against favouritism rules on fair trading, transparency, 
choice of partners, financial contribution, and rules about promotion and 
commercial activities (e.g. Commissariat for the Media 2009; VRT & Flemish 
Government 2011). All of this creates the boundaries and establishes the scope 
of opportunity for partnership.

The fourth factor contributing to the success and value of partnership pro-
jects is organisational structure. This was considered in terms of the number 
of departments involved and the flexibility of project leaders and organisations 
(Sydow & Staber 2002). The VPRO case is fruitful here, as the bottom-up struc-
ture of the small organisation allows more intense ties with external allies, more 
informal contacts and lowers the threshold for PSM professionals and partners 
to explore new partnerships. But a lack of coherent motivations rendered the 
responsibilities between VRT and its partners’ obscure. For the BBC, the organi-
sational management undoubtedly weighs highest. Not only are there different 
departments involved in the public value partnerships (legal, editorial policy, 
radio or television branches, strategy and executives, compliance), they are 
also often physically dispersed. Organising a partnership therefore required a 
long investment in time, effort and personnel, and a necessity for continuous 
co-ordination between the various internal departments and project partners 
(interview with BBC strategist, February 2012). The coherent and transparent 
project structure avoided most organisational hazards. 

As for mutuality, contrary to what might be assumed from a Digital com-
mons perspective, PSM and cultural partners certainly pursue their own interests 
and power relations define the ways partnerships are set up, as well as the 
amount of mutual acknowledgement, effort, investment, and control within a 
partnership. For Cinema.nl, diverging logics with the private player obstructed 
the mutuality in the end. Both HOTW and De Canvascollectie grew out of a 
genuine interest to broaden the scope of culture and integrate content and 
expertise the PSM organisations could not have without involving partners. 
However, at VRT the motive for third-party involvement gradually shifted and 
partners were mainly involved to cover external costs and enlarge the scale 
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and promotion of the project, rather than for their expertise (inteview with VRT 
representative, August 2010). Moreover, compared to the UK example, cultural 
institutions did not depart from the same footing as VRT. The cultural sector 
in Flanders is a web of dispersed, relatively solely operating artistic ‘islands’. 
Institutions were not familiar with partnership strategies, let alone partnerships 
with the VRT and, conflicting interests stem from a problematic relation VRT 
had with the cultural sector until 2010 (Raats & Moons, 2012). 

Conclusions: Making partnerships work
Based on a review of public value literature and analysis of three partnership 
initiatives, this chapter provides a resonably nuanced treatment of the role and 
position of PSM within a Digital commons, and demonstrates success factors 
for partnership strategies. 

One the one hand, PVPs have proven to be essentially a matter of context. 
Factors are intertwined and vary depending the specific organisational, political, 
ideological and financial realities of the PSM organisation and its partners. As 
such, implementing best practices from one case does not guarantee success 
in another context. 

On the other hand however, analysis reveals underyling factors that consti-
tute the ways partnerships are organised, integrated and set-up, as well as the 
crucial role of the regulatory framework. Problems damage the possibilty for 
public value to result from partnership. 

The public value pursued in PVPs rests on a series of interwining motives. 
Public value can directly pursued in the intrinsic quality of the service and 
the outcome intentions. Certainly efficiency is a characteristic pursuit, and the 
interests to strengthen legitimacy is similarly characteristic. From an ecosystem 
perspective, public value can also be indirectly achieved, as it is the result of 
a dialectical process between various players and PSM operators. Indirectly, 
these partnerships might for example enhance support for the PSM activities, 
or facilitate provision of services by other players that deliver public value (e.g. 
libraries, archives, education, etc.). 

While an excellent partnership does not guarantee a project to achieve 
the value or quality it sets out to deliver, both are interlinked and failure of a 
project can often be traced back to the way in which partners collaborated, or 
to the way in which a partnership contract was drawn out, or even as early as 
defining the objectives of a partnership. As such, the findings suggest that when 
legitimation or efficiency are the sole aim of a project, collaboration within the 
project becomes difficult and burdensome, or risks to miss its target in terms 
of output, performance and reach. To prevent partnership becoming an end 
in itself, or something PSM experience as an obligation rather than benefit, 
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public value partnerships should be explicitly tied to public remit objectives 
and success should be assessed in outcomes, not only output. The Flemish 
case, as have other examples (Raats 2014), has indicated that efficiency as a 
driver for public-public partnerships often results in the partnership becoming 
an end in itself. Additionally, for smaller broadcasters the financial contribution 
of external partners still seems to prevail over the public benefits the partner-
ship might generate.

What remains to be answered is how and the extent to which partnerships 
enhance quality and create value for audiences. For our study this can only 
be surmised by indicators of the comparative involement of populations as 
audiences, contributors and users. Of course that is insufficient for a firm con-
clusion about the public value of partnerships. This needs to be addressed in 
future research.

Notes
	1.	 In the Netherlands, collaboration between the broadcasters was heavily pushed by govern-

ment as part of a large-scale efficiency operations on the one hand, and cooperation with 
cultural and other public institution was put forward as part of a significant downsizing of 
the budgets for culture (Raats, 2012). 

	2.	 All episodes can be streamed and downloaded via the project website: http://www.bbc.
co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/programme/ 

	3.	 In the Netherlands, the public broadcasting system is comprised of a central overarching 
broadcasting structure NPO and various broadcasting organizations, gaining legitimacy from 
the nature of their services (news, culture, religious, etc.) and/or the number of public mem-
berships. VPRO is one of these broadcasting organizations. 

	4.	 The Dutch media law prohibits forms of partnership where public broadcasters enrich third 
private parties, which would have been the case when Cinema.nl would sell tickets, include 
advertisements or cooperate with specific cinemas.
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T   he worth of public service media is under increasing scrutiny in the 21st century 

as governments consider whether the institution is a good investment and a fair 

player in media markets. Mandated to provide universally accessible services and 

to cater for groups that are not commercially attractive, the institution often con-

fronts conflicting demands. It must evidence its economic value, a concept defined 

by commercial logic, while delivering social value in fulfilling its largely not-for-profit 

public service mission and functions. Dual expectations create significant complex-

ity for measuring PSM’s overall ‘public value’, a controversial policy concept that 

provided the theme for the RIPE@2012 conference, which took place in Sydney, 

Australia. 

This book, the sixth in the series of RIPE Readers on PSM published by NORDI-

COM, is the culmination of robust discourse during that event and the distillation of 

its scholarly outcomes. Chapters are based on top tier contributions that have been 

revised, expanded and subject to peer review (double-blind). The collection investi-

gates diverse conceptions of public service value in media, keyed to distinctions in 

the values and ideals that legitimate the public service enterprise in media in many 

countries.
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