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and relevance to the digital age

By Petros losifides

This work* argues that the public television
sector can provide a forum for democratic

debate and cultural exchange against a back-
ground of a deregulated global media system,
inevitably influenced by market forces and
dominated by large multinational enterprises.
The TV market is now opened, but major
media formations of economic and political
influence cannot ensure access to all voices.
Public channels, independent from both capital
and political interests, can function as instru-
ments for articulating objective societal values.

What should the mission of PTV (Public Televi-
sion) broadcasters be? Should they aim for
comprehensiveness or rather complement
the market? What type of content should they
adapt? What resources should they use to ful-
fill their mandate? These are important, albeit
difficult questions to answer, particularly in a
context where public channels are in direct
competition with private rivals for commercial
revenues and therefore strive to combine pub-
lic service with popularity. Perhaps the starting
point would be to ask what kind of society we
want to live in.

It is this author's view that the values that
should be protected in a society with a human
face are pluralism, independence, accessibility,
content quality, social cohesion and protection
of privacy. PTV broadcasters' mission should
not merely be to inform, educate and entertain

but also to empower the citizens by aiming
for distinctiveness in the range and quality of
offerings. Not only that. PTV institutions should
invest in many categories of content.

As Jakubowicz (2006) argued, there is a big
difference between simple variety and genuine
choice and public channels should cover many
genres that are underrepresented, such as cur-
rent affairs, the arts and religion. Most impor-
tantly, public channels must treat their viewers
as citizens, not just as audiences. This is so
because the audiences for PTV broadcasting
are a public, not a market (Raboy, 1996).

The licence fee

But what funding model should they adopt to
achieve this? The studies examined in this
volume show that the licence fee remains the
most reliable and stable source of funding
that is relatively free from political constraints.
Although the rationale of maintaining public
funding has weakened in the present era, this
funding method frees public broadcasters from
market pressures and guarantees innovation,
distinctiveness and quality in programming as
evidenced by the British and Swedish cases,
thus helping public institutions to fulfill their
mandate.

PTV broadcasters who are highly dependent
on commercial revenues behave similar to their

* BOOK TITLE: Public Television in the Digital Era: Technological Challenges and
New Strategies for Europe

AUTHOR: Dr Petros losifidis, Senior Lecturer, Dept of Sociology, City University,
London (e-mail.P.losifidis@city.ac.uk)

PUBLISHER: Palgrave/Macmillan; mid-2007

This extract forms the tenth and final chapter of Dr. losifides' book and presents the
general conclusions of his research. It attempts an overall evaluation of the future role of
public television in Europe.

30 Volume 35 Number 3 July-August 2007 www.iicom.org

mailto:e-mail.P.losifidis@city.ac.uk
http://www.iicom.org


Public Service Broadcasting

commercial competitors and focus on major-
ity preference low cost programming choices,
as evidenced by the Spanish TV broadcaster.
No one likes to pay taxes, but the licence fee
is accepted as the least worst option to main-
tain the independence of the public channel
and novelty in content; it is, in other words, an
'imperfect beauty'.

However, it is clear that public television is
under attack - its monopoly status is long
gone, its legitimacy is eroded and its public
mandate is questioned. Public channels for-
merly enjoyed protected environments but
are now faced with unprecedented levels of
competition from new channels. The resulting
shift of viewing towards the small and niche
has put great strain on established broadcast-
ers, including PTV broadcasters. There is a
double challenge: first, PTV broadcasters are
operating in a new multi-cultural and more indi-
vidualistic society in which they have to adopt;
second, new technologies have brought about
major changes in the programming, scheduling
and company organisation.

With regards to social changes, the television
audience is now fragmented and shared with
other media outlets. An advanced consumer
culture fosters 'nichification', or even 'neo-
tribalism', as some observers put it, as the
pluralisation of tastes, interests and lifestyles in
modern society accelerates. Referring to Swe-
den, Peter Dahlgren (1998) argued that many
Swedes find themselves in various degrees of
what he called 'domestic cultural shock', mean-
ing that people have difficulty orienting them-
selves in this period of rapid social transition,
where the older coordinates are less helpful.

The result is the erosion of the unified and
homogeneous national society in which public
service was originally embedded. PTV broad-
casters must look ahead to a society that is in
dynamic flux and where economic, political,
ethnic and cultural factors will accentuate frag-
mentation and differentiation (ibid).
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Programming

With regards to programming, multi-chan-
nel growth and declining share has left some
public channels, particularly those of southern
European countries, with no choice but to
replicate services of commercial competitors.
Adapting to declining audiences by scheduling
similar programmes to their commercial rivals
would result not only in less viewer choice but
would also constitute a distortion of the mar-
ket in so far as the public channels use public
money to fund programmes that the market
provides in abundance.

The strategy of the so-called 'programming
convergence', adapted by the Greek and
Spanish PTV broadcasters in the early days of
TV market liberalisation led to marginalisation
and alienated them from their viewers. PTV
broadcasters should address the full range of
audience interests and remain a major engine
of offering original, home grown high quality
output, rather than recycled or bought-in main-
stream programmes.

The case studies revealed that public service
content in the digital age is not abundant as
some technology gurus predicted, but scarce.
Public channels should therefore be more rel-
evant, more rooted to people's lives and serve
as a model for all broadcasters, by catering for
innovation in programming, providing diverse,
independent news, and offering thematic
channels of plural content in an accessible
and affordable manner. As Jakubowicz (2006)
argued, public service broadcasting is regain-
ing monopoly on public service content and
may remain the only free-to-air pluralist chan-
nel to do so.

Meanwhile, PTV broadcasters should separate
services with clear public service content -
which can be publicly funded - from services of
a commercial nature - which should be funded
by commercial means (an important example
of separation of public from commercial activi-
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ties is found in the BBC's Charter). Where this
separation is not clear public channels are
subject to criticism. In fact, in 2004 a powerful
pro-market lobby within the European Publish-
ers Council published a report on the financing
and regulation of publicly funded broadcasters
which called the member states to correct the
fundamental distortions caused by dual funding
of broadcasters so that a competitive, liber-
alised market can evolve

Financing

The EPC urged the European Commission
to ensure that the principle of economic effi-
ciency is fully applied to public broadcasters'
expenditure (EPC, 2004). There are clearly two
approaches on public broadcasting: for some it
is a problem, but for others public broadcasting
is a solution to solve a problem.

While it is undeniable that financial transpar-
ency and EC competition provisions should
apply to all broadcasters, one should also
recognise the specific programming obligations
that are imposed on publicly funded channels.
In Britain, in exchange for the recent ten-year
extension of the licence fee, the BBC was told
it had to preserve the quality and distinctive-
ness of its output and avoid chasing ratings
through copycat programming.

At an EU level it is accepted that programming
that serves the public interest could be funded
by the licence fee. The Protocol on public
broadcasting attached to the 1997 Amsterdam
Treaty recognises that the mission entrusted to
public broadcasters is culturally important and
entitles them to appropriate funding.

Free-la-air

PTV broadcasters should also ensure that
this wide, diverse range of output is provided
free at the point of reception to all households.
New technology can ensure that public service
content is available on all platforms. Citizens
expect to access it free of charge, as the
France Televisions case revealed, when in the
late 1990s the public broadcaster was avail-
able in one only pay-TV platform. Free-to-air

digital terrestrial television and the leading role
that public channels are taking in its develop-
ment may be the answer to universally avail-
able content as the public institutions seek to
adjust to the digital era (Iosifidis, 2006a; losifi-
dis,2006b).

Most PTV broadcasters have taken advantage
of the launch of DTI to expand their supply of
programming, with the BBC in the forefront.
For the BBC, in addition to the corporation's
historic mission statement to 'inform. educate
and entertain', six new purposes were added
including building a 'digital Britain'. In Spain,
France and Sweden the respective PTV broad-
casters have been tasked to accelerate DTI
take-up. Public channels in France and Spain
do not enjoy the same status or legitimacy in
their respective media landscape that the BBC
has in Britain, and this impacts on their expan-
·sion to new services.

Of course universal content and universal
accessibility is no longer attainable in the digi-
tal age, for there are different levels of acces-
sibility: universal channels; thematic channels;
and personalised channels. As the Digital
Strategy Group of the European Broadcast-
ing Union put it, 'universality of access can no
longer be understood as a couple of terrestrial
channels available to the entire population, but
as presence on relevant media and platforms
with significant penetration, but also the abil-
ity to deliver a "personalised public service" in
the "pull". online and on-demand environment'
(DSG, 2002). In other words, public channels
should aim for 'must offer' but certainly not for
'must use', for not everyone will use their ser-
vices.

Independence

PTV broadcasters must be independent from
the state. Typically in southern European terri-
tories there has been varying degrees of inter-
dependence between public TV and political
actors. Referring to France Televisions, Kuhn
(2006) argued that in part this is because the
experience of the government model in the first
age of French TV prevented public broadcast-
ing as a whole from developing a tradition of
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independence which would allow the organisa-
tion to foster a positive relationship with civil
society and embed itself in popular conscious-
ness as a national icon.

The scholar went on to say that in more recent
years the state monopoly ownership has given
way to a framework of regulated competition
in which the state is still a key actor, while
government control of television news has
been replaced by a pluralism of official sources
where the views of the executive and main-
stream political parties tend to predominate.

Yet Papatheodorou and Machin (2003) inform
us that in Spain and Greece state media policy
is determined as ever by the persistent culture
of political expediency, as political elites still
seek to influence the content of political cover-
age. Despite the seeming plurality of voices
brought about by media multiplication, state
paternalism continues to playa pivotal role in
the structuring of Greek and Spanish markets.

Needless to say, such a close connection
between broadcasting and party politics has
given rise to an ethos of subjectivity and imbal-
anced journalistic practices within TVE and
ERT, the respective PTV broadcasters, who
need to take further steps towards political
independence.

PTV broadcasters' Charter, internal reorgani-
sation as well as the establishment of an effec-
tive and efficient regulatory framework would
ensure that public channels remain indepen-
dent and are held accountable for the services
they provide. For example, the primary task of
the BBC Trust, the new supreme body to gov-
ern the BBC, is to ensure that the corporation
fulfils its public purposes and demonstrates it
through published plans on how it intends to
meet them and regular reporting on their deliv-
ery.

The case of the BBC

The BBC Trust offers an opportunity to
increase the BBC's accountability to licence
fee payers, and improve processes and struc-
tures that deliver openness and transparency.

Public Service Broadcasting

More specifically, the BBC will have to pass a
'public value test', carried out by the Trust, for
all new services it seeks to launch, or if it wants
to make major changes to existing services.
The independent media watchdog Ofcom will
carry out a 'market impact assessment' of what
future BBC plans could mean to rival compa-
nies. This structural change follows complains
from companies such as ITN (Independent Tel-
evision News) that the BBC effectively stifled
the market in emerging areas like online news
services by giving content away on its news
site.

Enhanced accountability is only one area in
which PTV broadcasters need to improve to
ensure the genuine support of the public for
their continued existence, which in turn may
prompt a more favourable public policy towards
public channels. Other areas include internal
restructuring to make public institutions more
cost efficient and effective but without sacrific-
ing their public service values.

The case of RTE

RTE's case is striking. RTE's reorganisation
into business divisions (the ISD system) intro-
duced a business-like approach to the organi-
sation's activities, encouraging management
and staff to 'align' costs and revenue, but the
interviews undertaken with senior management
staff of the Irish broadcaster reveals a clear
sense of a public service ethos.

The restructuring may have created a climate
in which commercial objectives are occasion-
ally prioritised in order to help the broadcaster
to survive in the current environment - accord-
ing to Murray (2006), for example, RTE is
scheduling strategically to ensure maximum
return on its investment - but the definition of
public service in terms of particular functions
and programme types is equally strong. This
is reflected in RTE's commitment to offering a
full range of content, prioritising in home-grown
programmes.

Relation to audience

In short, over the past thirty years public televi-
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sian in Europe has in general terms stabilised
its position in a rapidly changing media envi-
ronment and even engaged in an expansion
of its TV supply. It has weathered the storm
which followed the introduction of private chan-
nels and has learnt to compete with the private
sector. The intense competition has inevitably
resulted in a reduction of audience and (where
applicable) advertising shares and this led
some PTV broadcasters to emulate the man-
agement practices and resemble the output of
commercial rivals.

However, publicly-funded channels espe-
cially from northern European countries have
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