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abstract

While many public service media (PSM) organisations remain in strong positions 
in their respective markets, digitalisation and convergence have led to new market 
constellations and changes in media use. These changes have led to fierce debates 
about the legitimacy, the remit, and the funding of PSM in the digital age. With 
its contribution to society concept, the European Broadcasting Union (EBU) is 
trying to address these challenges. Based on new institutionalism in organisation 
studies, we argue that the contribution to society concept is bound to fail if it only 
reinforces the neoliberal discourse that dominates media policy today. Instead, a 
more ambitious interpretation of the concept would offer PSM the opportunity 
to shift the policy debate away from a market-based discourse and towards one 
based on PSM’s core roles and responsibilities.

k e y words: contribution to society, public service media, new institutionalism, 
media policy, neoliberalism
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Introduction
Launched in 2015 by the European Broadcasting Union (EBU), the contribu-
tion to society initiative was designed to measure and augment the impact of 
public service media (PSM) organisations in their respective media systems. 
The concept is intended to help PSM organisations “respond to criticism, 
renew their legitimacy, and bolster their political, market and social support” 
(EBU, 2015a: 11). Framed primarily as a communication campaign, PSM 
organisations “must improve their communication, becoming more […] influ-
ential within the decision-making and bargaining processes that define their 
remit and resources” (EBU, 2015b: 3). According to the EBU, this requires 
not simply reporting on the fulfilment of their remit vis-à-vis policy-makers, 
but also assessing their impact in a comprehensive way and addressing mar-
ket players and citizens directly with an “inspiring and meaningful narrative 
about the value and benefits of PSM for the whole of society” (EBU, 2015a: 
11). In other words, PSM organisations are instructed to take control of the 
narrative of PSM, and in doing so, improve relationships with three pivotal 
stakeholder groups: market players, citizens, and policy-makers.

This focus on PSM organisations’ relationship with society and different 
stakeholder groups echoes earlier research that has been seminal in concep-
tualising PSM more clearly. In contrast to approaches that try to define PSM 
based on either the content of the programme remit or their non-commercial 
organisation, Søndergaard (1999: 22) proposed understanding PSM via their 
relationship with society: “The concept of ‘public service’ primarily refers 
to a set of relationships between electronic media and the society they oper-
ate in and are mandated to serve”. Hence, what PSM are – and what they 
are supposed to offer – depends on the particular conditions of society, and 
since society changes over time, the remit and organisation of PSM must be 
renegotiated time and again. More specifically, scholars have argued that PSM 
should maintain relationships with the political system, private competitors, 
and the audience (Jarren & Donges, 2005; Moe, 2007). Indeed, the societies 
in which PSM operate are rapidly changing due to digitalisation, transnation-
alisation, and commercialisation. In Europe and beyond, these developments 
have led to heated debates about the need for PSM, their appropriate role, 
and funding in the digital era. While it is uncontroversial in communication 
research to claim that public service broadcasting must develop into PSM 
(Lowe & Bardoel, 2007), the (more) relevant stakeholders of public service 
tend to be less convinced: The support for the idea of public service broad-
casting and media has weakened among policy-makers; given their financial 
problems, many private media perceive PSM and their digital services as a 
threat; and audiences have partly moved away from (private and public) 
media to online platforms like social networks and video-sharing services.

As a consequence, PSM organisations and their European trade associa-
tion, the EBU, have started to develop new concepts to legitimise their role in 
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society. Already in 2004, the BBC began to tout its “public value”, redefining 
a term that had been developed for the management of the public admin-
istration in the US (Collins, 2007; Lowe & Martin, 2014). This eventually 
led to the introduction of “public value tests” in several European countries 
(Donders & Moe, 2011). In the meantime, the discussion has turned towards 
PSM’s contribution to society, with recent attempts by PSM organisations to 
persuade stakeholders as to their relevance, necessity, and legitimacy. Yet, as 
we argue in this chapter, in order to be meaningful for society and to have 
a transformational effect on PSM organisations, the contribution to society 
concept needs to be more than just an instrument of legitimacy management 
employed by organisations under increasing public pressure. While com-
municating the many valuable contributions of PSM is important, the task 
at hand is not solving a communication problem. The concept is useless if 
it is limited to the question of how to better sell the contribution of PSM 
to citizens instead of guaranteeing that PSM serves the public interest and 
makes a contribution worth paying for and talking about.

Communication scholars can make a valuable contribution not just to 
research but to PSM practice by critically discussing the analytical value and 
usefulness of new concepts that are circulated in industry and policy-making. 
Indeed, scholars tend to quickly pick up on new concepts like public value or 
contribution to society. Unfortunately, given the innate tendency of scholars 
to be defensive of PSM, critical analysis is sometimes not prioritised. To be 
sure, we subscribe to the statement that media are “not just any other busi-
ness” (McQuail & Deuze, 2020: 235). Even in markets that do not fail from 
an economic point of view, media policy intervention is still needed. Com-
mercial media and platforms mainly follow their own economic interests and 
treat audiences as a commodity sold to advertisers, with implications for the 
content produced and (algorithmically) distributed as well as for the cultural 
experience of citizens and the fulfilment of society’s democratic needs. PSM 
has an important role to play in a public sphere transformed by digitalisa-
tion (Habermas, 2021).

Having said that, scholars of PSM need to be mindful of unacknowledged 
and uncritical normative assumptions of the importance of PSM. Many in 
the realm of PSM research implicitly believe that PSM is a crucial component 
of a healthy, diverse, and pluralistic media ecosystem, but such normative 
impulses should be checked and acknowledged. As critical theory teaches 
us, it is alright to take a political stand, but such normative commitments 
should be transparent (van Dijk, 1993; Wodak & Meyer, 2009). More im-
portantly, they should be complemented by systematic, transparent, and 
planned research design and methodologies that generate trusted findings, 
be they qualitative, quantitative, or mixed (Just & Puppis, 2012; see also 
Van den Bulck et al., 2019).

This RIPE volume aims to offer such a critical perspective on PSM, its 
contribution to society, and the attempts at using the concept for legitimacy 
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management. In this introductory chapter, we offer a theoretical background 
for analysing the contribution to society concept and a critique of its current 
limitations. First, we argue that new institutionalism helps to better under-
stand the use of communication in media policy-making in general and in 
the governance of PSM in particular (Ali & Puppis, 2018). Second, we argue 
that the problem the contribution to society programme hopes to address is 
much more than just a communication problem; however, the EBU and PSM 
organisations mainly consider the concept as a strategic device of legitimacy 
management instead of embracing necessary organisational change. Third, 
we scrutinise the appropriateness of the current iteration of the concept to 
successfully make the case for strong PSM. We argue that the contribution 
to society initiative is bound to fail if it reinforces instead of challenges the 
neoliberal discourse dominating media policy (Freedman, 2008), and thus 
may lead into what we call a neoliberal trap. Instead, we argue that a more 
ambitious interpretation of the concept would offer PSM the opportunity to 
escape that trap and shift the media-policy debate. In doing so, we point out 
how the contribution to society concept is an “empty signifier” that could 
– if filled with an alternative vision of PSM – help alleviate neoliberal pre-
dominance in media policy-making. To conclude the chapter, we emphasise 
the need for critical PSM research and provide an overview of the chapters 
contained in this volume.

The role of communication in public service media 
governance
According to Black (2002: 164), “regulation is in large part a communicative 
process”. On the one hand, traditional command-and-control regulation (“the 
stick”) and incentives (“the carrot”) are complemented by communication 
(“the sermon”) as a soft tool of governance (Black, 2001; Vedung, 1998). 
Regulators not only make use of private regulatory conversations (Black, 
2002), but also of public communication via the media to send messages to 
regulated firms (Coglianese & Howard, 1998; Deacon & Monk, 2001; Pup-
pis et al., 2014; Yeung, 2005, 2009). On the other hand – and more relevant 
here – communication is an important element of how regulated firms respond 
to regulation (Ali & Puppis, 2018; Black, 2008). Companies make use of 
lobbying and public relations in their attempts to influence policy-making 
and prospective regulation.

Yet, media policy is different. While media always distribute chances for 
attention (and influence) with their decisions to cover or not to cover a certain 
political issue (Habermas, 2006), in media policy, they are political actors 
in their own right (Page, 1996; Pfetsch, 2003). And these actors can try to 
influence media policy not only by way of lobbying and public relations 
but also by utilising their own media for furthering their private interests. 
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This raises serious questions regarding the media coverage of media policy. 
According to McChesney (2008: 350):

The corporate media are in an ideal position to control the public percep-
tion, or lack thereof, of any possible debate regarding the control and 
structure of the media. The media have shown two basic responses to 
efforts to challenge their legitimacy. First, they simply ignore the issue or 
provide it minimal coverage. […] Second, the […] media distort the issues 
to suit their own purposes.

This influence of media over the media-policy agenda and the debate of rival-
ling political solutions has been labelled as media-policy bias and media-policy 
silence, amplifying fears of a neoliberalisation of media policy (Ali & Puppis, 
2018; Freedman, 2008, 2010).

And yet, media policy, political communication, and journalism research 
have shown little interest in the role of communication in media policy-
making (Jarren, 1998). The few existing studies have almost exclusively 
focused on private media and their coverage of media mergers (Beck, 2001; 
Hackett & Uzelman, 2003; Kemner et al., 2008; Kweon, 2000; Müller & 
Donsbach, 2006) and broadcasting regulation (Gilens & Hertzman, 2000; 
Pratte & Whiting, 1986; Schejter & Obar, 2009) that affect them directly, 
or on the funding and online remit of their PSM competitors (Löblich, 2011; 
Maier & Dogruel, 2016; Udris et al., 2021; Weiß, 1988). These studies 
provide evidence of the existence of media-policy bias. In particular, press 
coverage is often critical of PSM, their online remit, and their funding.

However, PSM organisations themselves have not been at the centre of 
attention when investigating the influence of regulated firms on media policy-
making and regulation via communication. While several studies have shown 
that PSM organisations are actively involved in media policy-making and 
often successful in defending their position (see, e.g., Sundet & Syvertsen, 
2021; Van den Bulck & Donders, 2014), they do not focus on the role of 
communication. To be sure, we would not expect PSM to make use of their 
own radio and television channels to pursue their self-interests, as commer-
cial media apparently do – simply because they are under heightened public 
scrutiny from their competitors and policy-makers alike. Yet, communication 
is part of their repertoire in advocating their position in the policy-making 
process and this, we believe, deserves scholarly attention.

New institutionalism in organisation studies is particularly well-suited 
for analysing the interdependence of media policy-making and media 
organisations as well as the role of communication in governance, as it helps 
to understand the recursive relationship between organisations and their 
institutional environments. Briefly, sociological institutionalism emphasises 
that it is important for organisations to conform to their institutional envi-
ronments to gain legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Suchman, 1995). These 
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institutional environments shape organisations by way of taken-for-granted 
assumptions and collectively share understandings, normative expectations, 
and moral obligation, as well as coercion and the threat of sanctions in case 
of nonconformity (Scott, 2001). Conceptualising media governance as part 
of the institutional environments helps to understand how adhering to rules 
generates legitimacy for media organisations and that they are conforming 
to rules not only because of their punitive quality (i.e., coercion and sanc-
tions) but also because of their normative and cultural-cognitive quality 
(Edelman & Suchman, 1997; Puppis, 2010). At the same time, sociological 
institutionalism draws our attention not only to the influence of governance 
on media organisations, but also to the way these organisations respond to 
rules and try to influence media policy-making to induce more favourable 
regulation. The relationship between organisations and their institutional 
environments is a recursive one, and organisations influence the process of 
institutionalisation both strategically and unintentionally (Barley & Tolbert, 
1997). In this vein, Oliver (1991) has suggested distinguishing among five 
strategic responses of organisations to their institutional environments in 
order to manage their legitimacy: acquiescence, compromise, avoidance, defi-
ance, and manipulation. Communication is seen as pivotal in such legitimacy 
management (Black, 2008). In short:

[Media organisations’ communication is] at the same time influenced 
by institutional environments and a strategic device used to manipulate 
perceptions of the media’s activities and performance. Communication 
can be used to conceal non-conformity behind a façade of acquiescence, 
to reject requirements or to lobby for a change of regulation. (Ali & Pup-
pis, 2018: 280)

To better understand the use of communication by media organisations in 
this recursive cycle (put differently, how they depend on existing ideational 
structure to communicate their ideas and how they reproduce and change 
these structures) discursive institutionalism (Alasuutari, 2015; Ganter & 
Löblich, 2021; Schmidt, 2008) is helpful as it sheds light on the communica-
tive process of generating, deliberating, and legitimising ideas. Thus, it allows 
us to trace the relationship of discourse and policy over time, contributing to 
a better understanding how policy is made (Ali & Puppis, 2018).

Such an institutionalist approach emphasises, first, that the governance of 
PSM is part of the institutional environments of PSM organisations; second, 
that PSM governance has a cultural-cognitive, normative, and punitive qual-
ity; third, that adhering to governance generates legitimacy for PSM organi-
sations; fourth, that PSM organisations strategically try to influence PSM 
governance; and fifth, that communication is an important element of PSM 
organisations’ response to governance. Accordingly, an institutional approach 
helps to understand that the political communication of PSM organisations 
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in media policy-making – including concepts like contribution to society – 
is at the same time 1) a strategic device of legitimacy management used to 
influence perceptions of the organisation’s performance and, consequently, 
media policy-making, and 2) influenced by PSM organisations’ institutional 
environments (Katzenbach, 2018; Löblich, 2017; Siegert & Hangartner, 
2017). The following two sections focus on both aspects: the contribution 
to society concept as a communication strategy that is not necessarily in line 
with the public interest, and institutional influences on the concept that might 
turn it into a neoliberal trap for PSM.

More than a communication problem
As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the EBU’s contribution to society 
initiative aims to address the existential threats to PSM in the twenty-first 
century: Challenges to the existence and relevancy of PSM are levied from 
multiple vantage points, including a much more fluid and dynamic media eco-
system; the national limitations of PSM; the fact that new streaming services 
and online platforms often “do not operate within the same legal framework” 
as PSM (EBU, 2015a: 8); and the observation that PSM organisations have 
done a poor job communicating with market and citizen stakeholders. As a 
result, the EBU fears that the legitimacy of PSM in the new media ecosystem 
is at stake, or in some cases, already dissolved. This analysis is largely shared 
in communication scholarship (Leurdijk, 2007; Moe, 2007; Rodríguez-Castro 
et al., 2021).

According to the EBU, there are two remedies to this issue: 1) adapting 
to the new context and 2) demonstrating the value and benefits of PSM “to 
their multiple stakeholders, including not only politicians but also other 
market players and most importantly citizens” (EBU, 2015a: 10). In short, 
the contribution to society concept maintains that PSM organisations can 
no longer rest on their “intrinsic or moral values”, nor can they depend on 
regulatory protection for survival (EBU, 2015a: 9). Rather, it is crucial, the 
EBU argued, that PSM organisations communicate their contribution to 
society to market and public stakeholders:

PSM need to craft a comprehensive set of fact-based counter-arguments. 
These should be well-structured and holistic, covering all the issues in 
a particular way, yet also building a solid and convincing ideological 
framework. This should result in a renewed, inspiring and meaningful 
narrative about the value and benefits for PSM for the whole society. 
(EBU, 2015a: 11)

The goal, therefore, is first and foremost to regain control of PSM’s narra-
tive. In doing so, the EBU purports, PSM organisations will be able to shape 
their own “storylines” and rebuild legitimacy in the eyes of the market and 
of the public.
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To accomplish this goal, the EBU recommends that PSM organisations 
engage in a series of impact assessments covering four interrelated quadrants: 
economy, technology, culture and education, and democracy. Moreover, the 
EBU noted how communication must be at the front and centre of these im-
pact assessments: “The results need to be communicated in-house and outside 
[…]. Without a proper communication plan, targeting as many stakeholders 
as possible with suitable messages, the outcome of the project will not gene
rate the expected impact” (EBU, 2015a: 31). Crucially, the storylines should 
be adapted to different stakeholders’ characteristics and needs to ensure the 
effectiveness of advocacy activities (EBU, 2015a). While PSM organisations in 
the past mainly directed their communication towards regulators and policy-
makers, the EBU recommended shifting narrative attention towards market 
and public stakeholders so that they may “be turned into strong supporters 
[and] even PSM ambassadors, helping to raise general awareness about PSM’s 
contribution to society as well as build their case” (EBU, 2015a: 38).

Underscoring the importance of messaging, the final chapter of the contri-
bution to society concept paper is devoted entirely to how PSM organisations 
can craft an impactful communication plan (“Communication Reshape”). The 
purpose of the concept is restated in no uncertain terms: “Communicating 
the value delivered by public service media is an essential part of the PSM 
contribution to society mindset” (EBU, 2015a: 36). Without an effective 
communication strategy, PSM organisations are told, the future of PSM in 
Europe is bleak indeed. And this is not seen as a recent development, as the 
EBU clearly explained:

Many PSM organizations are not especially active or good when it comes 
to communicating their successes, the good things they do for the citizens 
and what they do for the market. Consequently, their value frequently 
goes unnoticed. This not only results in a missed opportunity to raise the 
profile of PSM, which could result in greater acceptance and support, but 
it also opens the door to a worrying situation: it is not unusual for com-
mercial operators in many European countries to claim that they are the 
ones providing services and value that have traditionally been inherent 
in the PSM remit. (EBU, 2015a: 36)

The purpose of fashioning a series of clear storylines is to control the agenda 
of the PSM debate. Failing to do so, the EBU (2015a) stated, risks damaging 
the PSM organisation’s public image. The path forward is therefore clear: 
Conduct impact assessments, craft both the process and results of these 
assessments into digestible and tailored narratives for market and public 
stakeholders, and in doing so, regain control of a lost narrative of PSM’s 
contribution to society.

To be sure, the contribution to society initiative acknowledges that orga
nisational change must occur within European PSM organisations. This is 
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made clear in its call for impact assessments along the economy, technology, 
culture and education, and democracy matrix. Purportedly, these assessments 
are necessary for rendering PSM organisations more responsive to the dynamic 
and fluid media environment of the twenty-first century and regaining a lost 
legitimacy. What is also made clear, however, is that any such organisational 
change takes a secondary position to communicating these assessments to 
market and public stakeholders in order to convince them of the value of PSM.

While communication is indeed a vital part of organisations’ legitimacy 
management (Black, 2008; Price, 2012), the contribution to society concept 
reduces the challenges PSM organisations face to an ill-defined public rela-
tions strategy:

Public service media organizations need to adapt their public relations 
and communication strategy. This is the only way for stakeholders to have 
the feeling that they are important to PSM, and this is essential to ensure 
their support. (EBU, 2015a: 38)

As the EBU (2015a: 39) has continued, if PSM organisations adopt the com-
munication strategies listed in the concept paper, “they will [be] able to 
generate the facts, arguments and storylines that are needed to build a new 
narrative about how they bring value to society”. The issue here is not that 
there is not a communication problem, but that the concept seems to reduce 
the entire PSM legitimacy challenge to one of communication and public 
relations.

This lack of attention to the organisational dimension is a recurrent theme 
in the discourse about PSM. When public value was en vogue in media policy-
making as well as industry and scholarly circles, it was often reduced to new 
regulatory requirements for PSM organisations, culminating in the adoption 
of so-called public value or Amsterdam tests across Europe (Donders & Moe, 
2011). Yet, for that concept to have any value for the citizens PSM purport-
edly serves, it should not underestimate the importance of organisational 
structures, procedures, and cultures (Puppis et al., 2013). Considering how 
the ethos of PSM has been maintained and transformed in the digital era 
thus becomes a crucial task (Brevini, 2010, 2013). There is a clear need for 
fostering an awareness of the distinctiveness of PSM within PSM organisa-
tions (Lowe & Jauert, 2005) that should involve institutionalised internal 
discussion about output quality and value. Moreover, as PSM organisations 
have an obligation to be responsive and accountable towards civil society, 
public value should be the result of consultations with citizens and stake-
holders (Hasebrink, 2007). These insights also apply to the contribution to 
society concept.

As important as communicating the value of PSM and its contribution 
to society is – and as important as the regulation of PSM is – responding 
to changing societies also requires organisational changes. While it should 
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not come as a surprise that survival is an important goal of organisations 
(Scott, 2003), surviving for survival’s sake is not enough for PSM to serve the 
communication needs of ever more diverse societies. Thus, it is important to 
stress that the self-interest in survival pursued with the contribution to society 
concept does not necessarily align with the public interest. As important as 
the model of PSM is for society, existing PSM organisations do not always 
live up to it. For instance, Freedman (2019) offered a critique of the BBC’s 
elite capture (although that might be a particular British issue). Strengthening 
the self-preserving status quo of legacy PSM organisations simply might not 
be sufficient. It is, therefore, even more important to put front and centre the 
public interest when adapting PSM organisations to the digital era.

More worrisome than the prioritisation of communication over organi-
sational change is that the concept fails to address the larger ontological 
threat to PSM looming in media-policy discourse. The contribution to society 
concept is mainly shaped by neoliberal ideology, forcing PSM organisations 
to legitimise themselves within the narrow framework of the market and 
preventing them from shifting the discourse with an alternative narrative. In 
the following section, we explore this in greater detail.

The neoliberal trap
Conceptualising the contribution to society initiative as a strategy of legiti-
macy management alone would underestimate institutional influences on PSM 
organisations (for a detailed assessment of the concept of legitimacy in PSM, 
see Fehlmann, Chapter 2 in this volume). Two strands of institutionalism 
help us fully grasp this problematic. First, discursive institutionalism, with 
its focus on how ideational structures shape the communication of ideas 
by organisations, is helpful for understanding the influence of a dominant 
ideology like neoliberalism. Neoliberalism is an all-encompassing discursive, 
political, social, and economic construct and is predicted on an unassailable 
belief in the free market, individual choice, and a market-support role for 
states, reducing society to transactional relationships (Brown, 2015; Freed-
man, 2010; Harvey, 2010). In media policy-making, it can lead to discursive 
capture, meaning that policy options “are constrained by market-dictated 
imperatives” (Pickard, 2015: 91): Ideas of the desirability of markets have so 
successfully captured or ensnared policy conversations, that such conversa-
tions only reflect neoliberal values, or what Pickard (2015) has called “market 
ontology.” As a result, public interest organisations, like PSM, museums, 
galleries, or universities, must increasingly justify their existence in terms of 
their market value.

Next, sociological institutionalism helps us to understand that organisa-
tions follow this neoliberal logic not only because non-conformity might result 
in sanctions or because of expectations they are confronted with, but also 
because they adopt or internalise neoliberal values themselves. This is what 
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we call the neoliberal trap: a situation in which PSM organisations believe 
they must employ the language of neoliberalism and of market fundamental-
ism to justify and legitimise their place in (European) media landscapes. By 
refocusing attention on PSM’s impact on the economy, the concept runs the 
risk of defending PSM’s valuable contribution in a world in which it has no 
place at all. While creating jobs and stimulating the economy can be a side 
effect, this is neither the core value of PSM nor will it convince its opponents. 
Moreover, adopting a neoliberal perspective involves the danger of limiting 
PSM to the role of correcting a narrowly defined market failure which occurs 
due to public good characteristics, externalities, information asymmetries, 
subadditivity, or network effects (Puppis, 2023). Yet, even economically 
competitive media markets do not necessarily do justice to the fact of media 
being both economic and cultural goods, which implies that PSM have a much 
bigger role to play in countering the commodification and commercialisation 
of culture (e.g., Hardy, 2014). However, instead of building upon the idea 
of merit goods, which emphasises the societal role of media (Ali, 2016), or 
following the institutional thread of other extra-market institutions such as 
museums (O’Neill, 2008), the contribution to society concept subsumes PSM 
into neoliberal discourse. The concept is therefore bound to fail if it reinforces 
rather than challenges the neoliberal discourse that dominates media policy 
(Freedman, 2008).

For the contribution to society concept to successfully support PSM orga
nisations in legitimising their public interest role in the media landscape, it 
should embrace an alternative to the neoliberal discourse of profit-oriented 
commercial media and online platforms. As Cammaerts and Mansell (2020: 
145) argued about online platforms,

by challenging the taken-for-granted common sense of the digital plat-
forms, it is more likely that discursive practice can become generative of 
alternative visions for the design and use of digital technologies that work 
in support of (rather than against) democratically agreed public values.

The same can be said about media: Once this ontological threat to the future 
of PSM is recognised, the contribution to society concept can become a 
powerful instrument for shifting the media-policy discourse. If we consider the 
contribution to society concept to be an empty signifier, whereby “everything 
depends on who gets to fill it with meaning” (Harvey, 2013: xv), the void can 
be filled with an alternative vision. For this, we believe, “the commons” or 
“digital commons” would offer a powerful idea (Murdock, 2004; Ramsey, 
2013; Schweizer, 2016, 2019). As Murdock (2004: 1) argued:

We have to stop thinking of public broadcasting as a stand-alone organi-
sation and see it as the principal node in an emerging network of public 
and civil initiatives that taken together, provide the basis for new shared 
cultural space, a digital commons, that can help forge new communal 
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connections and stand against the continual pressure for enclosure coming 
from commercial interests on the one hand and the new moral essential-
ism on the other.

The commons can be conceptualised as “a resource shared by a group where 
the resource is vulnerable to enclosure, overuse and social dilemmas” (Hess, 
2008: 37). In her work introducing the notion of the commons to PSM, 
Schweizer (2016) saw two ways in which the two are connected: First, PSM 
is an organisation “that contributes to and offers access to an intangible 
culture or knowledge commons”, and second, it is a “specific infrastructure 
that creates a shared space for public deliberation” (Schweizer, 2016: 177). 
Similar calls for such a transition have also been made by those arguing for 
PSM to become an open platform for public communication (or a “public 
open space”) that cooperates with public knowledge and cultural organisa-
tions, civil society knowledge organisations, and citizens (Dobusch, 2018; 
Dörr et al., 2016; Grassmuck, 2018; Mitschka & Unterberger, 2018).

Crucially, both ways that Schweizer (2016, 2019) connected the commons 
with the mission of PSM (knowledge commons and infrastructure) also find 
purchase with other public organisations struggling to reinvent themselves in 
a digital age. With this in mind, and drawing on Cammaerts and Mansell’s 
(2020) push for “alternative visions” in digital media, we suggest that rather 
than negotiate a place for PSM within the market and vie for support from 
commercial competitors, PSM organisations should build coalitions with 
other public institutions like museums, academia, or cultural organisations 
to support the digital commons. This form of commons coalition-building 
was recently argued by Jolly and Goodman (2021), who consider PSM as 
part of a network of digital “anchor institutions” to support a new age of 
public media called the “public media stack:”

Through technological characteristics such as open-data protocols and 
accountable-governance principles, the public media stack should be 
designed to devolve decision-making powers to end-users, while amplify-
ing local information, opportunities for cultural exchange, and construc-
tive engagement in the democratic process. By decentralizing control over 
the flow of information through the network, the public media stack 
should empower users, rather than platform authorities, with the tools 
to “boost the signal of good information” and “dampen the noise created 
by bad actors and disinformation.” While public media commentary has 
long focused on content decision, technical and governance design choices 
that encourage informed civic discourse are just as important to combat 
information disorder. (Jolly & Goodman, 2021: 4)

With a contribution to society concept inspired by the public interest rather 
than market ideology, PSM organisations have a chance to rethink their 
role and challenge the neoliberal predominance in media policy-making that 
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narrows PSM’s potential. Greater openness with respect to participation, 
transparency, and licensing of their self-produced content would make PSM 
distinct from commercial media and offer a foundation for its legitimacy in the 
digital space (Dobusch, 2018). In other words, “the commons concept can be 
a powerful narrative for legitimating PSM by representing the enterprise as a 
societal alternative to corporate commercial media” (Schweizer, 2016: 178).

Conclusion: The shape of things to come (in this 
volume, anyway)
To conclude this introductory chapter, we wish to emphasise that for PSM 
to re-legitimise itself in the twenty-first century, it will require more than a 
communication strategy. While it is important to engage in communication 
in the process of media policy-making, there is the very real danger that the 
contribution to society initiative is only trying to solve a communication 
problem without inducing real change within PSM organisations. Successfully 
communicating the need for PSM in society may satisfy the self-preservation 
instincts of PSM organisations, but it does not sufficiently acknowledge the 
needs of democratic societies undergoing a fundamental transformation of the 
public sphere. The contribution to society concept will only be successful in 
strengthening the legitimacy of PSM organisations if it is reinvigorated with 
an alternative vision of PSM as commons or a public open space.

At the same time, there is value for scholars in engaging with concepts 
like public value or contribution to society. Indeed, research can add to a 
better understanding not only of the ways in which PSM organisations try 
to legitimise themselves and make use of such concepts to influence media 
policy-making, but also of how such concepts restrict PSM organisations’ 
scope of action and the visions about their future development. Consequently, 
such research can make important contributions to both academia and PSM 
practice. This, however, requires keeping a sympathetic but critical distance 
from PSM organisations. In this book, we hope to achieve this lofty goal and 
to continue the legacy of previous RIPE volumes of embracing, analysing, 
and scrutinising contemporary challenges to PSM.

The chapters found in Part I of this volume, “Theorising and testing con-
tribution”, continue the introduction’s conceptual intervention by assessing 
and proposing various conceptual markers of PSM, notably legitimacy and 
universality. In Chapter 2, Fiona Fehlmann begins by introducing and chal-
lenging the different ways that legitimacy is conceptualised vis-à-vis PSM. 
Through an illustrative example of the earlier debates over the public value 
of PSM, she argues that we should reconceptualise legitimacy in terms of 
perception (rather than process). Such an approach may help us to better 
understand PSM’s contribution to society. Cathrin Bengesser continues the 
conceptual discussion of PSM’s legitimacy in Chapter 3 by employing Jürgen 
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Habermas’s concept of lifeworld. She goes further, however, by adding an 
empirical element with a case study of the BBC’s potential adoption of sub-
scription services. In Chapter 4, Uwe Hasebrink echoes the mixed conceptual 
and empirical approach of Bengesser, this time focusing on PSM’s contribution 
to social integration through a survey of German adults.

The chapters in Part II of this volume, “Beyond broadcasting”, discuss the 
development of PSM with (algorithmically personalised) streaming services 
and on-demand offers, mobile distribution, and social bots on (third-party) 
platforms. In Chapter 5, Julie Münter Lassen and Jannick Sørensen examine 
the rise of PSM’s video-on-demand (VoD) services in Denmark and the con-
nected shift from volume to value. Tim Raats continues the discussion of 
VoD in Chapter 6 with his analysis of Streamz, the so-called Flemish Netflix. 
Yu-Peng Lin and Hui-Ju Tsai do crucial work in Chapter 7, moving the debate 
over PSM’s streaming offers outside of Western countries and focusing on the 
launch of PTS+ in Taiwan. In Chapter 8, Aura Lindeberg and Marko Ala-Fossi 
shift the conversation again from video to the understudied audio-streaming 
services of PSM in their assessment of the transformation of Nordic public 
radio services from analogue to digital. Moving beyond the topic of on-
demand services in Chapter 9, Imir Rashid and Seamus Simpson discuss recent 
efforts by PSM organisations to deliver content via smartphones. Lastly, in 
Chapter 10, Stefano Pedrazzi and Franziska Oehmer-Pedrazzi address the 
potential role played by automated social network accounts of PSM organisa-
tions, or “public service bots”. For this chapter, they received the EBU Best 
Paper Award for Established Scholars at the RIPE@2021 conference.

While Part II focuses on the renewal of PSM’s offers to ensure its ongoing 
contribution to society, the chapters that make up Part III examine “Organi-
sational change and innovation.” In Chapter 11, Marta Rodríguez-Castro 
and Francisco Campos-Freire analyse the role of public consultations in the 
development of public value tests for PSM, while in Chapter 12, Matthias 
Künzler, Fiona Fehlmann, and Ulla Autenrieth present empirical insights into 
innovation within the Swiss PSM organisation SRG SSR. Henning Eichler 
engages with contribution to society as a normative function in Chapter 13, 
examining how Germany’s ARD manages the shift to digital. Lastly, Dominik 
Speck continues the inquiry into German PSM in Chapter 14 by examining 
the practice and regulation of transparency therein. This chapter was chosen 
for the EBU Best Paper Award for Emerging Scholars at the RIPE@2021 
conference.

This volume concludes with an afterword by Hilde Van den Bulck, who 
synthesises and reflects upon the theoretical arguments and empirical data 
brought to light in the preceding chapters.

The theme of contribution to society opens up avenues of research, study, 
and contemplation, as exemplified by the chapters in this book. As a heuris-
tic device, it also offers an opportunity for PSM scholars to reflect on their 
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normative assumptions and commitments, hopefully bringing them to the 
fore, rather than presumed. In other words, PSM’s contribution to society 
should not be normatively taken for granted, but rather critically interrogated 
through theorisation and empirical research. A critical engagement with PSM 
and the concepts used to legitimise it, as is the aspiration of this volume, will 
hopefully help to advance research, contribute to PSM practice and media 
policy-making, and invite more scholars to contemplate the place of PSM in 
a digital world. For PSM organisations themselves, rethinking their contribu-
tion to society by exploring ways to collaborate with public and civil society 
organisations and integrating citizen participation may be the last best hope 
for media landscapes and public spheres besieged by commodification and 
commercialisation.
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