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abstract

Although the legitimacy of public service media (PSM) is often mentioned in the 
context of frameworks, such as the European Broadcasting Union’s contribution 
to society initiative, the emphasis is rarely on the concept of legitimacy and its 
meanings. This chapter provides different theoretical perspectives on the con-
cept of legitimacy and argues that to conceptualise legitimacy as perception can 
be particularly helpful in research investigating PSM’s potential contribution to 
society. To illustrate this argument, past debates in the context of public value 
are analysed to show how the legitimacy of PSM has been primarily understood 
as the result of strategic communication processes. In addition, several research 
questions, methodological approaches, and challenges that can be considered for 
research on PSM by understanding legitimacy as perception are outlined.
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Introduction
Are public service broadcasting organisations still legitimate? This question is 
often at the core of current debates on public broadcasters in Europe (EBU, 
2015; Larsen, 2010; Lowe, 2016). These discussions focus on the extent 
to which such organisations are still considered legitimate within a system 
of changing rules, norms, values, and definitions; with the emerging media 
structure of the digital era, in which societies are increasingly interwoven with 
a wide variety of information and communication infrastructures (Lowe et 
al., 2018; Suchman, 1995). However, legitimacy as a concept is only rarely 
brought into strong focus in the theoretical debate with regard to public 
broadcasting organisations and the changing media landscape in which they 
operate. Instead, research, as well as management reports, on public broad-
casting organisations describe a variety of concepts that may be related to 
the concept of legitimacy, but rarely place the concept and its meaning at 
the centre of the analysis. Based on this circumstance, I set out to address 
the following research questions:

RQ1.	 What are possible theoretical perspectives on the concept of legiti-
macy?

RQ2.	 To what extent can the concept of legitimacy be a starting point to 
understand what the contribution to society of public broadcasting 
organisations might be?

The aim of the chapter is to provide three different theoretical perspectives 
on the legitimacy of public service media (PSM) organisations, and to discuss 
potential advantages of the “legitimacy-as-perception” (Suddaby et al., 2017: 
463) perspective for research in this area. Therefore, the intention here is to 
provide insights on possible theoretical perspectives rather than providing a 
fully elaborated framework.

Today, there is a long list of concepts, each with a slightly different focus, 
that attempt to outline a new or changed identity for PSM organisations 
in the digital era. This is done by adapting the classic core values of these 
organisations, such as cohesion, universality, independence, diversity, qual-
ity, or openness. Typical examples of this kind are “Public Service Media” 
(e.g., Martin & Lowe, 2014); “Public Value” (e.g., Alford & O’Flynn, 2009; 
Gonser & Gundlach, 2015); “Public Open Spaces” (e.g., Dobusch, 2019); 
“Public Service Navigator” (e.g., Burri, 2015); “Commons” (e.g., Murdock, 
2005; Schweizer, 2016); or with regard to the RIPE 2021 conference, “Con-
tribution to Society” (EBU, 2015). The latter framework can also be added 
to this list, which is still far from complete.

As Karen Donders (2021) pointed out in her book, most of these concepts 
or frameworks – there are certainly exceptions – have not necessarily helped 
to better understand what PSM constitutes and how, from a normative point 
of view, their mission could be described:
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My main argument is that these mushrooming concepts give the impression 
that Public Service Media is everything and nothing at the same time. The 
question is whether one, from a theoretical perspective, can move beyond 
public service “anything” and come to a shared story and set of values 
and rules for Public Service Media in the digital age. (Donders, 2021: 40)

So, how can we try to describe a “shared story and set of values and rules 
for public service media in the digital age” (Donders, 2021: 40) in order to 
understand what potential contribution to society these organisations can 
and cannot deliver? In this chapter, I put forward the argument that such a 
question can only be fully answered by focusing research also on how citizens 
relate to PSM: Which norms, values, opinions, definitions, and attitudes do 
citizens have regarding PSM independent of an already given leitmotif or 
concept such as, for example, contribution to society? What services of PSM 
do citizens use and recognise as contributions to their lives? Only through a 
perspective that understands legitimacy also as the perception, or attribution 
of individuals (“legitimacy-as-perception”; Suddaby et al., 2017), can one 
identify which contributions create tangible value for citizens.

I further argue that attempts to develop theoretical concepts or frameworks 
for PSM have so far relied primarily on either the legitimacy-as-process or 
legitimation perspective, or they have attempted to describe legitimacy as a 
property that an organisation does or does not possess.

In order to clarify these arguments and the different perspectives on the 
concept of legitimacy and possible meanings, in the first section I explore 
the origins of the legitimacy concept and how it can be theorised in different 
ways. This is inspired by the work of Roy Suddaby and colleagues (2017) on 
the concept of legitimacy. In the second section, I illustrate, using the public 
value concept as an example, how the legitimacy-as-process perspective domi-
nates debates on the legitimacy of PSM organisations. Among other things, 
this specific understanding of legitimacy resulted for a long time in research 
focusing primarily on the role of PSM organisations as active change agents 
in the negotiation of their legitimacy. Attention to members of the public as 
evaluators of the legitimacy of PSM organisations has become more relevant 
again in PSM research in recent years, with great interest in young target 
groups, for example. In the third part of this chapter, I discuss exemplary 
research questions and methodological approaches that could be brought 
into focus by adapting a theoretical perspective that understands legitimacy 
as perception in research on PSM.

Legitimacy as a property, a process, or a perception? 
The characteristics of different perspectives
Academic writings on the concept of legitimacy have a long tradition in the 
analyses of institutions and organisations, dating as far back as the nineteenth 
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century (Tost, 2011). Following Max Weber, numerous variations of the 
concept have been discussed and applied in a wide range of disciplines such 
as law, political science, sociology, economics, philosophy, and psychology 
(Krücken, 2020; Suddaby et al., 2017). The concept of legitimacy is particu-
larly present in the broad field of discussion of the so-called new institution-
alism (also referred to as neo-institutionalism). In the context of this broad 
research field, legitimacy is mostly defined as “a generalized perception or 
assumption that an entity’s actions are desirable, correct or appropriate within 
socially constructed system of norm, values, beliefs and definitions” (Such-
man, 1995: 574). Although some authors have pointed out that the word 
“desirable” misleadingly suggests that the concept of legitimacy is close to 
concepts such as reputation or status, it is this definition by Suchman (1995) 
that is used in most publications on the concept. Furthermore, studies focus-
ing on the concept of legitimacy cover a broad range of topics. For example, 
the legitimacy of certain practices, management teams, company founders, 
governance mechanisms, or organisations as a whole have been examined 
(Deephouse, et al., 2017; Deephouse & Suchman, 2008). Such research pro-
jects differ greatly in their focus and levels of analysis (micro, meso, macro) 
(Walgenbach & Meyer, 2008). However, what these studies with reference 
to new institutionalism generally have in common is the assumption that the 
survival, or raison d’être, of entities such as organisations depends primarily 
on their legitimacy – and not necessarily on the efficiency of their work and 
exchange processes (Hasse, 2013; Walgenbach & Meyer, 2008).

What is understood in detail by legitimacy, and how it is established, 
depends on the underlying epistemological approach chosen. Ideal-typically, 
three different perspectives on the concept of legitimacy can be described:  
1) a property, 2) a process, or 3) a form of perception (Suddaby et al., 2017). 
In the following section, I first discuss these three streams of legitimacy re-
search in more detail and then explain why the legitimacy-as-perception per-
spective is considered valuable for many types of inquiry in researching PSM.

Legitimacy-as-property perspective

Research that understands legitimacy as a property usually assumes that 
legitimacy is something that an organisation possesses in a measurable quan-
tity, and then again can be exchanged between organisations (Suddaby et al., 
2017). For example, some researchers speak of legitimacy as an “operational 
resource” (Suchman, 1995: 576) that organisations can acquire or lose. In 
order to gain this resource legitimacy, the assumption in this perspective is 
that there must be a certain fit, or congruence between, for example, struc-
tures, products, or routines of an organisation and the normative expectations 
of its external environment (Suddaby et al., 2017). Legitimacy is thus created 
between the object of legitimacy, for example, an organisation, and its exter-
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nal environment, in that the organisation attempts to maintain congruence 
between internal and external norms, values, and characteristics through 
ongoing adjustments (Suddaby et al., 2017; Webb et al., 2009). In research on 
public service broadcasters, there are some publications that try to systematise 
this adaptation process. Although the connection between these adaptations 
and the concept of legitimacy is not the focus, Karen Donders, for example, 
described a very insightful systematisation of the phases in the context of the 
transition from public service broadcasting to PSM and adjustments in the 
distribution strategies. She suggested describing five phases: the experimental 
phase, the panic phase, the expansionist phase, the consolidation phase, and 
the maturity phase (for more details, see Donders, 2019, 2021). For exam-
ple, while in the experimental phase, public broadcasting organisations are 
just beginning to discover the potential of Internet distribution, while in the 
maturity phase, these organisations have an elaborated online strategy and 
a concept to better connect with their differing audiences (Donders, 2021).

Legitimacy-as-process perspective

Another possible perspective on the concept of legitimacy is provided by 
researchers who emphasise that legitimacy is the result of a communicative 
process between various social actors rather than the fit of an organisation 
with expectations from its environment. In legitimacy-as-process views, 
actors can, for example, explain the existence of an organisation and stra-
tegically influence the ways of communication. In this communicative pro-
cess, Suddaby and colleagues (2017) identified – along with strategies such 
as persuasion, translation, narration, or categorisation – theorisation as a 
key communication strategy. Through this strategy of theorisation, existing 
norms and practices of, for example, public broadcasting organisations are 
abstracted into generalised specifications or categories. Hence, legitimacy in 
the legitimacy-as-process perspective occurs between different social actors, 
especially when actors try to seek or oppose change (Suddaby et al., 2017).

Studies that focus on the legitimacy-as-process perspective typically at-
tempt to identify through qualitative analyses certain environmental factors, 
as well as forms of narratives, that can influence these various communica-
tive processes (Suddaby et al., 2017). For example, in her research on public 
broadcasting organisations in the US and Europe, Ellen P. Goodman (2013) 
identified three legitimising narratives for public broadcasting (democratic 
discourse, universal service, and educational excellence), which, on the one 
hand, are associated with functions for society, and on the other, from her 
point of view, are each inspired by the idea of market failure. She further 
noted that “market failure narratives” (Goodman, 2013: 205) endure the 
twenty-first century, but that new narratives’ legitimisation for PSM are 
needed in the digital age – for example, related to innovation.



36  FIONA FEHLMANN

Legitimacy-as-perception perspective

The legitimacy-as-process view is in some instances criticised for overem-
phasising the relationship between actors with agency and passive audiences, 
thus neglecting the critical, nuanced role of individuals’ perceptions and their 
judgments of legitimacy (Deephouse et al., 2017; Suddaby et al., 2017; Tost, 
2011). Hence, some researchers studying the concept of legitimacy advocate 
for understanding the assessments and perceptions of individuals as the basis 
of legitimacy (Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Tost, 2011). In this legitimacy-as-
perception perspective, individual judgments and perceptions constitute a sort 
of “micro-motor” of legitimacy (Tost, 2011). They influence the behaviour of 
individuals and ultimately ensure that an entity, organisation, or institution 
is considered appropriate or legitimate within a larger collective (Deephouse 
et al., 2017; Tost, 2011). Research on legitimacy-as-perception therefore usu-
ally adopts a multilevel approach but focuses on the perceptions of individu-
als. This means that in this perspective, it is assumed that individuals make 
legitimacy judgments, for example, towards an organisation, based on their 
perceptions, and subsequently act upon this judgment and thus possibly cause 
changes on a collective (meso or macro) level (Bitektine, 2011; Suddaby et 
al., 2017). In other words, legitimacy is attributed to an entity by a larger 
collective, but it is based on the perceptions and judgments of individuals 
(Hangartner & Fehlmann, 2019).

While legitimation, or the legitimacy-as-process view, focuses more on 
the active, goal-oriented role of actors as “change agents”, the legitimacy-
as-perception perspective describes individual perception as the fundamental 
mechanism through which legitimacy is constructed. Actors in this case are 
rather seen as evaluators – that is, those who make legitimacy judgments 
about an entity (Suddaby et al., 2017).

Empirical studies that have attempted to examine legitimacy as perception 
have partly relied on media coverage and compared it, for example, with 
corporate media releases. This is done to compare public perceptions in the 
media with public portrayals by the corporations themselves (e.g., Lamin 
& Zaheer, 2012). There are other studies that have attempted to investigate 
perceptions of legitimacy using a mixed-method approach with qualitative 
interviews (e.g., protocol analysis) as well as survey instruments (e.g., con-
joint analysis). These studies have analysed, for example, which aspects of a 
company’s “novelty” lead individuals to perceive it as legitimate and worth 
supporting (e.g., Choi & Shepherd, 2005). Research of this kind, similar to 
those focusing on legitimacy-as-process, have their roots in the work of Max 
Weber, on the one hand, and in The Social Construction of Reality by Berger, 
Luckmann, and Plessner (2018), on the other (see also Suddaby et al., 2017). 
Research in this phenomenological tradition highlights that reality, or in this 
case legitimacy, is socially constructed and inherent in the consciousness of 
individuals – and thus not a feature of an external force of any kind (Künzler, 
2009; Meyer, 2019).
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Thus, as with many concepts in the social sciences, the possible configura-
tions of legitimacy elaborated here – as a property, a process, or a perception 
– show that the differing perspectives are based on various conceptions of 
the nature and constitution of social reality (Scott, 2014). Accordingly, we 
find ourselves in a similar situation when considering what the contribution 
to society framework might mean. PSM organisations want to be perceived 
as a contribution to society; however, it often remains vague what this ter-
minology refers to. Depending on how one believes that social reality is cre-
ated – whether one rather emphasises that individuals with their cognition 
should be in focus, or political structures and institutions or other entities 
– the answer to the question of what PSM’s contribution to society is will 
probably be rather different.

In this chapter, I argue that PSM’s contribution to society can be grasped 
to a greater extent if research on PSM in general focuses more on the concept 
of legitimacy, specifically on the legitimacy-as-perception perspective. Despite 
the interest in individuals and their beliefs, judgements, and cognitions that 
this calls for, this perspective should, at the same time, always be concerned 
with the “pitfalls of extreme individualism or a reduction of social processes 
to ‘what occurs by individuals’” (Daft & Weick, as cited in Suddaby et al., 
2017: 463). The objective here is therefore not to pit the individual against 
society, but rather to focus on their interplay (Hepp, 2020). The legitimacy-
as-perception perspective is not limited to individual-level processes, as it 
remains committed to the co-constitutive relationship of meaning structures or 
sense-making in a collective and individual cognition and behaviour (Bitektine 
& Haack, 2015; Meyer et al., 2021; Meyer & Vaara, 2020). By applying 
the proposed perspective on legitimacy, the interplay between individual 
perceptions and “Deutungsangebote [interpretive options]” (Meyer et al., 
2021: 162) of norms, values, definitions, or practices can be examined, for 
example, regarding the use and relevance of PSM services within a specific 
social context or audience.

To further illustrate this argument, in the next section I try to show how 
previous debates around new frameworks for PSM organisations – for 
example, in the case of the public value framework – typically rely on the 
legitimacy-as-process perspective. I subsequently look more closely at perti-
nent research questions as well as possible methodological approaches that 
could receive increased attention, assuming that legitimacy of PSM can be 
understood as a form of perception.

Legitimacy-as-process: From public value to  
contribution to society
To date, I argue, the guiding principles for PSM organisations have been 
developed with recourse to the legitimacy-as-process perspective (also referred 
to as legitimation). In this legitimation process, the “active” public broad-
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casters (or other actors) – to exaggerate – turn to their “passive” audience 
to explain and justify themselves. Here, legitimacy is created via a strategic 
communication process by active change agents. This led to the situation in 
which abstract, complex categories and values (e.g., democracy, education, 
or universal service) were operationalised through top-down theorisation. 
As explained in the previous section, theorisation is a key strategy in the 
conception of legitimacy-as-process in which preexisting norms, values, and 
practices are abstracted into generalised categories or specifications (Suddaby 
et al., 2017). Public broadcasters communicate such values and at the same 
time are supposed to deliver those values a priori. Citizens can then provide 
their judgements on this in surveys afterwards.

For instance, if we look at the debates and controversies regarding the 
public value of PSM, the focus in these debates on the legitimacy-as-process 
perspective is quite noticeable. For example, Moe and Van den Buck (2014: 
73) noted: “For some, it is a new regulatory concept meant to discipline 
public service broadcasters, while others see it as a way to ‘defend’ and 
promote what public service institutions do”. This quotation indicates that 
the focus in discussions on the public value of public broadcasters is on the 
legitimacy-as-process view and not, as once intended with this concept, on 
outputs as well as on “outcomes, that is, impacts upon those who enjoy the 
value/good in question [emphasis original]” (Alford & O’Flynn, 2009: 175). 
Michael Moore (2000: 52), who is widely referenced in this context, wrote 
in the book, Creating Public Value, that “value is rooted in the desires and 
perceptions of individuals – [...] and not in abstractions called societies”. 
Nevertheless, or precisely because of such polarising remarks, the emphasis 
on “intrinsic values” (Lowe, 2016: 7), as well as the theorising of top-down 
defined evaluation categories for public broadcasting organisations, remains 
strong in research, within PSM organisations as well as with policy-makers. 
Again, as mentioned in the previous section, the intention here is not to 
promote reducing processes from social to individual, as Moore’s quote may 
imply. Rather, I strive to illustrate the benefits of the legitimacy-as-perception 
perspective that adopts a multilevel approach that considers the interplay 
between individual perception and (social) meanings of PSM.

Returning to the concept of public value, it is evident from numerous publi-
cations that analysing the public value of PSM and their impact on individuals 
and other parts of society is a complex undertaking. Such publications usu-
ally attempt to describe the public value of PSM by dividing the concept into 
dimensions such as “individual value”, “social value”, or “citizen value” (e.g., 
Gonser & Gundlach, 2015; Mazzucato et al., 2020; Süssenbacher, 2011). It 
becomes apparent when looking at these dimensions that, according to many 
observers, the values of PSM organisations lie somewhere between individual 
needs and public interests, although it is not always clear which aspects these 
two poles encompass. Despite such ambiguities, literature repeatedly empha-
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sises the importance of values for the legitimacy of public broadcasters: “these 
organizations must bear in mind the values that they traditionally stood for, 
as well those that are arising [...]. Only through reinforcement of its values 
will PSM be able to navigate the storm” (Rodríguez-Castro et al., 2021: 8). 
How PSM may illustrate and measure its values has been outlined, for exam-
ple, by Mazzucato and colleagues (2020). Their intriguing framework on the 
BBC’s “dynamic public value” provides a very comprehensible account on 
how and with which values the BBC could portray itself as a “dynamic value 
creator” (Mazzucato et al., 2020: 29) for the individual, society, as well as 
the local economy. Nevertheless, the theoretical angle of the legitimacy-as-
process perspective is again strongly articulated in this report by suggesting 
that the BBC can “demonstrate” (Mazzucato et al., 2020: 29) its values as 
an active, goal-oriented change agent.

While such a perspective is certainly relevant, it is among those – as men-
tioned before – that have been extensively discussed in debates on public 
value. Questions often remain unanswered in such debates regarding what 
happens when PSM organisations demonstrate their different value dimen-
sions, but these are not understood or acknowledged by the general public. 
Additionally, several other questions often remain unanswered in this context: 
Who defines these sets of values for public broadcasting organisations? Is it 
bodies of national media regulation in exchange with other stakeholders in 
politics and the local media industry that define these values? What role do 
modes of operation and practices of globally active platforms and streaming 
services, such as YouTube and Netflix, play in the definition of the values of 
public broadcasting organisations? What role do media audiences or citizens 
play in determining these values? If these values are defined in an exchange 
between different interest groups, how exactly does this work, and who is 
allowed to have a say in these debates? The same questions may be equally 
applied to the concept of contribution to society. Who ultimately determines 
which contribution to which society is the valuable one? There is a possibility 
that debates on this presumably new framework will remain similar to past 
debates on public value.

Legitimacy-as-perception: Potential for public service 
media research
The introduction of the leitmotif public value has led to a theoretical refocus-
ing of debates about the mission of PSM organisations – from the interests of 
political decision-makers towards what individual citizens and media users 
might consider valuable to them in PSM services. Nevertheless, the detailed, 
empirical examination of perceptions, views, and needs of users and non-users 
of PSM services (at least in academic studies) remains a rather rare endeavour 
(Just et al., 2017; Reiter et al., 2018). When evaluations and assessments 
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of media users are considered in empirical studies, concepts such as trust, 
credibility, or quality are often at the centre of the analysis (Jarren, 2019; 
Sehl, 2020). There tends to be more research related to PSM organisations 
that deals with how the public value, the mission, or the role of PSM can be 
described from the normative perspective of regulators and scholars (Goy-
anes, 2021; Sehl, 2020). Otfried Jarren (2019: 67, 83) accurately stated that 
this “normative foundation [...] is integral part of journalistic mass media’s 
DNA” and that “public media can no longer be only the formative result of 
the so-called socially relevant groups, as they must have a minimum level of 
acceptance and social approval [translated]”.

In order to be able to explore this “minimum level of acceptance” or reco
gnition of the DNA of public broadcasters in a differentiated, fragmented 
social system, it is necessary, or at least desirable, to consider the legitimacy-
as-perception perspective which I emphasise in this chapter. Accordingly, I 
argue that in order to explain and explore the contribution to society concept, 
the legitimacy-as-process research perspective should not again be the main 
focus, as in the case of public value. Rodríguez-Castro and Campos-Freire 
(see Chapter 11 in this volume), for example, show how ex ante public value 
tests do not result in citizen participation and can thus be seen as a “missed 
opportunity for PSM organisations to open up their decision-making struc-
tures” to participation outside “industry-related agents”. This missed oppor-
tunity is again – among other factors – caused by the fact that legitimacy is 
rather understood as a result of a strategic communication process by active 
change agents rather than a form of perception.

When legitimacy is understood as a form of perception – as something 
co-constitutive by individual perception and meaning structures – questions 
about PSM come into focus that would remain rather hidden with regard to 
the other perspectives on legitimacy (as a property or a process). Again, as a 
reminder, legitimacy in this understanding can be defined as “a generalized 
perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, 
or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, be-
liefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 1995: 574). With such an understanding of 
legitimacy, it would become possible to compare the normative foundations 
of public broadcasting organisations and their interpretive options (Meyer et 
al., 2021) with individual everyday understandings of corresponding norms, 
values, definitions, and beliefs. Such a research perspective would make it 
possible to study the extent to which the Leitidee – or main idea – of PSM, 
as well as PSM organisations, are perceived differently by various social 
groups and audiences.

To mention just a few, the following questions could be addressed: How do 
individuals as a “micro-motor” of legitimacy perceive public broadcasting as 
legitimate? What norms, values, beliefs, and definitions do individuals judge 
public broadcasting organisations on? What role do normative core values 
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of PSM, such as diversity, cohesion, or independence, play in individual 
assessments of legitimacy? In the context of changing communication needs 
in the digital era, are there any new definitions, values, norms, and beliefs 
among media users that they would consider important in relation to public 
broadcasting organisations? Furthermore, on the basis of such a perspective 
on legitimacy-as-perception, it would be possible to ask, for example, with 
a focus on journalists and other employees of public broadcasting organisa-
tions: Which norms, values, and definitions do they perceive as desirable 
and appropriate for their (journalistic) work in these organisations? In this 
context, what role do the underlying values of PSM organisations, which 
are also laid down in the mission statements, for instance, play in everyday 
journalistic work? Are there certain norms, values, or beliefs that media 
professionals today consider more important than others when it comes to 
the legitimacy of public broadcasting organisations in the digital age? What 
overlaps and differences are there between the perceptions of norms, values, 
definitions, and beliefs between employees of public broadcasting organisa-
tions and the media users they want or need to reach? With questions of 
this kind (there would be many more), the understanding of the interaction 
between individuals and public broadcasting organisations would be enhanced 
and put into focus. In addition, such a perspective would make it possible to 
describe a Leitidee of PSM bottom-up and in an open, participatory dialogue 
with citizens.

Such a bottom-up perspective is similarly called for by researchers in 
journalism studies who argue for a radical “audience turn” (e.g., Costera 
Meijer, 2020; Swart et al., 2022). Swart and colleagues (2022) have provided 
a comprehensive description of opportunities, challenges, and dilemmas of 
such a perspective. Some of these are also transferable to the perspective pro-
posed here of conceptualising the legitimacy of PSM organisations primarily 
as perception. Thus, also here, researchers are faced with the challenge of 
reconsidering which forms of legitimacy judgements, practices, participation, 
or engagement in relation to public issues or debates on PSM count as agency. 
Furthermore, it is essential to be aware of the designations of the objects of 
study, such as the public, citizens, or media users, as these have an influence 
on the research design (Swart et al., 2022).

In order to adapt the legitimacy-as-perception perspective on the above-
mentioned research questions, a wide variety of methodological procedures 
and combinations would be conceivable. Perhaps qualitative methods or a 
combination of qualitative and quantitative methods could be considered first. 
Suddaby and colleagues (2017) proposed various methodological approaches 
to investigate (individual) legitimacy judgements. In particular, I consider 
the proposed method of “multisided ethnography” (Suddaby et al., 2017: 
470) promising for an investigation of legitimacy as perception in the area 
of PSM. Such a method could attempt to analyse how different individuals 
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and actors – for example, in different PSM organisations in Europe or within 
specific PSM audiences – understand the legitimacy of PSM in idiosyncratic 
ways. Thus, individuals making judgements to groups of like-minded actors, 
to prevailing opinions in the media, and so on, could be considered (Suddaby 
et al., 2017).

In particular, the increasing differentiation of communicative intermediar-
ies – ranging from streaming services to Tik Tok channels and other social 
media offerings – requires the diverse exploration of different perspectives 
on the legitimacy of PSM. This form of differentiation has led to an enor-
mous pluralisation of norms, values, and definitions in the media and social 
sphere, with an increasing number of different social groups with different 
communication and information needs, as Jarren (2019: 72) has explained:

Those who always offer the same thing, i.e., those who can’t or don’t want 
to create much variance (i.e., the mass media), are losing importance. This 
also affects public broadcasting, which is supposed to be broadcasting for 
all, and has an integration mandate and operates accordingly [translated].

By describing the legitimacy of public broadcasting organisations as percep-
tion, there is the possibility of identifying the societal variance described by 
Jarren (2019) and, if necessary, integrating parts of this variance into the 
institutional framework of PSM. If PSM organisations focus less on perma-
nently and actively legitimising the status quo vis-à-vis “socially relevant” 
groups, and more on what role they fulfil in the context of citizens’ everyday 
lives and their understandings of norms and values, they will be able to secure 
their legitimacy – and thus their future.

Conclusion
The digital age and the profound processes of social change that come with 
it impose numerous challenges on PSM organisations. In this chapter, I have 
attempted to illustrate the extent to which an analysis of the concept of 
legitimacy, and in particular the legitimacy-as-perception perspective, can 
provide a way of addressing these challenges and exploring them in depth. 
In numerous past and current debates on these challenges and possible new 
leitmotifs for public broadcasting organisations, their legitimacy is only mar-
ginally addressed and rarely brought into focus. It is rarely analysed in detail 
who ascribes legitimacy to public broadcasting organisations and for what 
reasons, and how these assessments are made. If legitimacy as a theoretical 
concept receives more attention in the context of PSM, it may be possible 
in the future to better understand the contribution to society of PSM from 
a citizen’s perspective.

In this chapter, numerous questions remain unanswered, for example, the 
extent to which the norms and values of media users or citizens have changed 
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and to what extent potential changes in norms and values are compatible 
with the new frameworks for public broadcasting organisations. Another 
aspect not addressed here is the extent to which there may be (individual) 
preferences and values in society that conflict with the public mission of these 
organisations. The analysis of such issues needs an empirical investigation, in 
addition to the theoretical perspective presented in this chapter. My goal has 
been to demonstrate and provide a rationale for why the concept of legiti-
macy can be useful as a theoretical lens through which public broadcasting 
organisations may be analysed.

The first section of this chapter shows that research exploring the concept 
of legitimacy conceptualises legitimacy either as a property, process, or per-
ception, depending on epistemological considerations (Suddaby et al., 2017). 
In the second part of the chapter, I have illustrated two points in particular by 
referring to the debates on public value: first, how the legitimacy-as-process 
perspective has very often led to PSM organisations being studied as active 
change agents that are able to theorise and thus legitimise their existing 
organisational norms and core values; and second, that this very perspective 
leaves many questions about the legitimacy of public broadcasting organi-
sations unanswered. For example, the co-constitutive relationship between 
individual perceptions and behaviours of media users and meaning structures 
(e.g., public value or contribution to society) is often overlooked in debates 
on the legitimacy of public broadcasting organisations. In the third section, 
I have outlined why particularly the perspective that understands legitimacy 
as a form of perception can be fruitful when analysing public broadcasting 
organisations. By adopting such a perspective, it is possible to address certain 
questions, for example, to what extent do the perceptions of norms of media 
organisations match with the perceptions of norms by the media users or by 
the employees in these organisations?

On the one hand, it is not my intention to refer to such questions as a vote 
in favour of questioning the core values (e.g., diversity, cohesion, universal-
ity, etc.) of public broadcasting organisations, nor, on the other hand, to try 
to overemphasise the micro-level of institutions with the explanations given 
here. Rather, this chapter is an attempt to raise awareness of legitimacy-as-
perception perspective and thus the values and norms of public broadcast-
ing organisations and their possible meaning in the everyday lives of media 
users and media producers. Only with an understanding of how individual 
legitimacy judgments about public broadcasting organisations are formed 
can there be a new kind of mediation between the different interests of the 
diverse participants in the debate. In this respect, exploring the concept of 
legitimacy as a form of perception leads directly to the questions that have 
always been of particular interest to the social sciences in general and to 
communication studies in particular: namely, the questions of how society 
and the individual, the media system and actor, and the big picture and the 
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small particle relate to each other. The analysis of the concept of legitimacy 
as perception illustrates that even such traditional arrangements as those of 
public broadcasting organisations cannot survive if they are not perceived as 
worth supporting or as legitimate by a multitude of presumably small – but 
in fact crucial – individuals.
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