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abstract

This chapter presents results of a comprehensive research project which examined 
strategies with which ARD (a joint organisation of public service broadcasters in 
Germany) attempted to manage the challenges of digital media change related to 
future legitimation, journalistic offerings, and organisational change. The chapter 
shows that expectations concerning cross-media structures regarding product in-
novations are too high and that digitalisation questions the federal structure of 
ARD. I discuss basic strategic goals and focus on case studies that explore journal-
istic formats produced for social networks. A key finding is that journalists align 
these formats with the respective platforms used. The question arises, therefore, 
of how strong the influence of platformisation on journalistic work should be. 
ARD must enter an ethical discourse on how to guarantee and develop its values 
on commercial platforms. Also, there is a need for an innovation process in ARD 
regarding its paradigmatic orientation as a federally structured organisation in a 
digitalised media world.
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Introduction
Public service broadcasting (PSB) in Germany is under pressure like it has 
never been before. Main causes are a legitimacy crisis of the existing broad-
casting regulations and profound changes in media usage. Jens Lucht (2006: 
311), for instance, argued that “the future of public service broadcasting 
[...] is not secured against the background of rapid developments in media 
technology and competition”.

Younger people in particular prefer non-linear media offerings and inform 
themselves about current events primarily via social networks. Moreover, in 
the German media policy debate about the legitimacy and future orientation 
of the public broadcasting organisations, the discussion about the amount 
and legality of the broadcasting fee is controversial, even after the Federal 
Constitutional Court declared the latest fee increase to be legally valid in its 
decision from July 2021 (Aigner et al., 2017; Bundesministerium der Finanzen, 
2014; Hain, 2016; Haucap et al., 2015; Holznagel et al., 2017; Lucht, 2006).

This constellation has put ARD in a state of crisis, from which the future 
viability and legitimacy of the country’s largest public media association are 
being questioned. It is disputable whether, under these circumstances, PSB 
can still adequately fulfil its “constitutional task as an information inter-
mediary” (Holznagel et al., 2017: 13). Far-reaching innovations in the way 
ARD organises itself as a network are necessary, and innovative journalistic 
offerings must be developed through which young users can be reached. This 
need for reform at ARD was recognised by former ARD chairwoman Karola 
Wille, who described the processes of change as “the greatest challenge in 
the history of the ARD” (Medienpolitik.net, 2018).

In Germany, trust in PSB still is high (Meßmer et al., 2021). It is par-
ticularly true in times of crisis, like the Covid-19 pandemic or the war in 
Ukraine, where a majority relies on journalistic offerings provided by ARD 
and ZDF [Second German Television], the two largest public service media 
(PSM) organisations in Germany. In contrast, the willingness to pay higher 
licence fees is decelerating (Hölig & Hasebrink, 2021), with some politicians 
and scholars demanding the abolition of licence fees (AfD, 2018; Bundesmin-
isterium der Finanzen, 2014; Haucap et al., 2015; Siebenhaar, 2012).

This chapter summarises findings of a larger research project that explored 
the question of what strategies ARD used to respond to these aforementioned 
challenges (Eichler, 2022a). The core research questions are the following:

RQ1.		  What process innovations are being developed at ARD? What jour-
nalistic product innovations are being developed and produced?

RQ2.		  Which influence do platform logics have on editorial decisions and 
journalistic action?
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In the first section of this chapter, I point out the causes for the crisis and 
lay out possible ways for renewing the legitimacy of PSB, namely convergent 
structures and product innovations. In the second section, I introduce the 
concept of public network value as a framework to identify and evaluate 
innovations. Following this, I describe the focus of the research and methodol-
ogy, and then present key results from interviews with editors and journalists 
and observations in innovative editing units. The conceptual framework of 
public network value was applied to identify quality and innovation features 
in four case studies.

The conclusion shows that ARD’s goal of developing into a cross-media 
content and structurally integrated media association has been achieved at 
best in rudimentary stages. On the level of products, there are indications 
of innovation developments. It remains to be seen, therefore, if cross-media 
strategies will be successful.

Pressure to innovate: Crucial areas

Changing media usage and tipping points

2018 marks a turning point in media use in Germany. For the first time, 
the majority of 14–29-year-olds preferred audio streaming to linear radio. 
Regarding video, streaming services are also ahead of linear offerings in this 
age group. This trend continues into the older age groups and applies to 
both fictional and journalistic offerings (Frees et al., 2019; Schröter, 2018).

Younger people prefer to receive content via third-party platforms, espe-
cially social networks. In contrast, about half of the regular users of linear 
public service broadcasting in Europe are aged 55 or older (Schulz et al., 
2019). The 2018 JIM Study shows that 12–19-year-olds use more private 
commercial media than PSM (Feierabend et al., 2018). That said, trust in 
public service providers is still relatively high in all age groups. For instance, 
69 per cent have very high or high trust, with higher numbers in the group of 
18–28-year-olds and those older than 50 (Feierabend et al., 2018; Meßmer et 
al., 2021). Conversely, these levels are not reflected in actual user behaviour. 
Only 23 per cent of 14–29-year-olds watch news and information on televi-
sion daily (Holznagel et al., 2017). Especially related to journalistic offerings, 
these developments pose a growing problem for all public service broadcast-
ers. Since the use of streaming services, social networks, and video and audio 
platforms continues to increase (Koch & Beisch, 2020), the question arises 
as to how ARD can fulfil its mission and contribute to society under these 
circumstances (on the effects of changing media usage and societal integra-
tion, see Hasebrink, Chapter 4 in this volume).
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The debate on the legitimacy of public service broadcasting

Against the backdrop of these massive changes in media usage and growing 
political pressure, global debates on the ongoing legitimacy of PSB and the 
necessary evolution towards PSM have been going on for about 20 years.

Karen Donders (2012), for instance, pointed to the rising political pres-
sure in the context of market-led policy that led to the end of the era of 
PSB monopolies in Europe. In Germany, according to market-liberal critics, 
public service organisations are losing their special status due to the effects 
of digitalisation, as a greater variety of offers, content, and information 
emerges (Haucap et al., 2015). The argument that PSB is indispensable as a 
merit good1 is also disputed by market-liberal critics, who argue that certain 
characteristics of a public good no longer apply to the PSB due to technologi-
cal developments, and that it is no longer necessary, for example, to ensure 
diversity of opinion. As a consequence, the reform of broadcasting regulations 
is demanded. Reforms include subscription models (Bundesministerium der 
Finanzen, 2014) or privatised competitive tendering (Haucap et al., 2015). 
ARD reacted to this debate with, among other things, a comprehensive struc-
tural reform which included developing into a cross-media and integrated 
federal media network (ARD, 2017; this is subject to my aforementioned 
research project, Eichler, 2022a).

Media scientists and journalism researchers have made several proposals 
for new directions, strategies, and restructuring for legacy media. According 
to Bardoel and Lowe (2007: 16), PSB need “a rigorous mental and cultural 
shift in organisational arrangements and perceptions”. The core challenge, 
according to the authors, is the mental transition “from supply-oriented PSB 
thinking to demand-oriented PSM thinking” (Bardoel & Lowe, 2007: 21). To 
open up new perspectives for platform strategies and avoid a monopoly state 
of the BBC in the UK, for instance, Ofcom proposed the concept of a public 
service publisher (PSP), which would serve as “a new competitive supplier 
of PSB content” (Freedman, 2009: 103). Following this model, a PSP would 
curate and commission content from independent media producers and make 
it available to the public. Although the PSP concept had never been realised, 
it stimulated the debate about the relevance of non-commercial media and 
raised the question of whether the BBC should have exclusive access to the 
licence fee (for an analysis of the failure of this concept, see Freedman, 2009).

To this day, in recent publications scholars demand a paradigmatic change 
of PSB. Schulz and colleagues (2019) have pointed to the urgency of rein-
venting PSB, otherwise it risks the further undermining of its legitimacy. 
Concurring, Hermann Rotermund (2018) argued that, given the losses in 
linear use, the relevance of PSB for public communication in online environ-
ments must be proven.
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Ways toward a renewal of legitimacy
Larrondo and colleagues (2016) argued that public service organisations 
must address structural and content-related changes. Similarly, Suárez Candel 
(2012) recommended reorganising structures and processes, evolving organi-
sations from linear PSB to a holistic understanding of PSM, and reaching 
and engaging younger people with a “multiplatform scenario”. Bardoel and 
d’Haenens (2008) emphasised that public service organisations should adapt 
more user-oriented cross-media structures and develop new genres and for-
mats to promote interaction and participation (see also Rodríguez-Castro & 
Campos-Freire, Chapter 11 in this volume).

A fundamental requirement is to design and produce journalistic content 
for distribution via commercial third-party platforms, like social networks. 
For the project presented here, research was used that focuses on three areas 
for a reorientation of PSB:

• A reform of the organisational structures

• A defined multiplatform strategy with specific formats in each case

• The formulation of public value for offerings on third-party platforms 
(the concept of public network value)

Convergent structures and product innovations

So far, process innovations have been the focus of research on European PSM 
organisations (see, among others, Bro et al., 2016; Larrondo, 2014; Larrondo 
et al., 2012, 2016; Sehl et al., 2018; Wallace, 2013). One consistent finding 
of these works is that convergent structures are not a sufficient condition 
for developing and producing innovative products. Research from the early 
years of convergent newsroom practices in Europe, for instance, shows that 
quality journalism and diversity of content only played a minor role, even 
at PSB organisations, although a value-oriented approach could function 
to counterbalance trends of commercialisation and market concentration 
(Trappel, 2008).

Research of a newsroom at Radio Canada indicates that reporters hardly 
changed their working practices to become multiplatform journalists because 
of time constraints, and each medium “had been found to have its own per-
sonality and […] a distinct set of working practices” (Francoeur, 2016: 173). 
Francoeur (2016: 186) proposed the idea of a “single-medium multi-platform 
journalism”. The question arises, therefore, under which organisational 
conditions journalistic innovations can develop particularly well. In these 
explorations of the contexts of process and product innovations, there is a 
notable research gap in the study of new formats from ARD.
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Public network value and platformisation

A fundamental component of renewing legitimacy is the expansion and 
further development of public value into non-linear environments. For this 
purpose, Steinmaurer and Wenzel (2015) developed the concept of public 
network value, the basic idea of which is to make the specific qualities of 
public services justifiable and usable for non-linear formats as an added value 
oriented towards the common good. Some of the core dimensions of public 
network value are as follows (Steinmaurer & Wenzel, 2015):

• Universal access: PSM content should be multiplatform available 
without financial or technical discrimination of users. Part of universal 
access is presence and findability as trusted brands in social networks 
and unlimited access of content on owned and third-party platforms.

• Interaction and participation: Discourse-oriented presence in social 
networks with a critical reflective participation in these communica-
tion processes. Moderation of participative content and community 
management, integrating tools that stimulate constructive debate.

• Innovation and research: Exploring new applications to combine 
linear and non-linear formats, establishing units for research and 
development, developing value-oriented algorithms, personalised 
service offerings, generating metadata for non-commercial use.

Criteria from this catalogue are applied to the journalistic formats explored 
in the case studies of the mentioned research project (see Table 13.2).

The concept of public value is multidimensional and, in addition to evalu-
ation criteria that can be formulated in concrete terms, includes the aspect 
of a processual approach. According to this, all stakeholders should have 
the opportunity to discursively negotiate and further develop the concept of 
public value for the respective applications (Hasebrink, 2018; Moore, 1995; 
Rotermund, 2021). In the area of PSB, these are the broadcasting companies 
and their supervisory bodies, the media professionals themselves, and the 
users. The involvement of a critical audience can strengthen the legitimacy 
of PSB companies as a whole, argued Süssenbacher and colleagues (2011). 
This involvement can even be seen as a prerequisite for the fact that PSM are 
guarantors of a deliberative public sphere (Rotermund, 2021) and therefore 
contributors to a democratic society.

For reasons of limited space and applicability, the study presented here 
is limited to the dimension of public value as an evaluation concept. Never
theless, for a renewal of the legitimisation of PSM in non-linear media envi-
ronments, the processual approach must be considered. The requirement to 
create journalistic content for commercial third-party platforms, especially 
social networks, gives rise to an area of conflict, which I briefly discuss in 
the concluding section. The fundamental question here is how PSM organi-
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sations can ensure public values while being forced to align their strategies 
towards used platforms (Nieborg & Poell, 2018; van Dijck et al., 2018). 
How pronounced is platformisation in editorial teams that create content 
for commercial platforms? Do they become infrastructurally dependent? 
(Nechushtai, 2018). Here, PSM organisations have the task of maintaining 
their strategic autonomy while adapting to the growth of platforms (Sehl et 
al., 2018). In short, they must find their place as contributors to society in 
a platformised world.

Methods
The empirical work was divided into three phases in order to get an overview 
of both process innovations and an insight into product innovations:

1. Content analysis of strategy papers, essays, annual reports, and grey 
literature from ARD and individual state broadcasters on the topic 
of digital transformation and reform processes.

2. Semistructured interviews with representatives of all state branches on 
reform projects, strategic orientation, and restructuring of editorial 
units.

3. Case studies on four editorial units creating journalistic content for 
third-party platforms or social networks, including semistructured 
interviews and observations (see Table 13.1).

In phase 1, 19 documents from 2016–2018 were analysed and evaluated. 
In phase 2, semistructured interviews were conducted with 11 representa-
tives of all nine state branches.2 As part of the case studies, I conducted six 
semistructured interviews with editorial heads. Based on the interviews with 
editorial heads, the editorial observations took place and in-depth interviews 
with editorial staff (four in total) were conducted as required. All interviews 
mentioned were between 35 and 55 minutes long and were held between 
August 2018 and August 2020. Each editorial office was observed non-
participatively for two to three consecutive days.

The methods were combined in a category-led manner and the results 
were related to each other. Categories were developed starting with key 
concepts from literature on journalism innovation and identifying these in 
the analysed grey literature. In order to identify and determine characteristics 
of innovations in processes and products, for the evaluation of the texts, 
interview transcripts, and case studies, the definitions for media innova-
tions formulated in the contributions of Storsul and Krumsvik (2013) and 
García-Avilés and colleagues (2019) were applied. After this first deductive 
step, all documents and interview transcriptions were coded with a set of 
codes that was further developed and adapted inductively during the research 
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process (Mayring, 2015; Meyen et al., 2019). Some initial key words were 
“Crossmedia Newsroom”, “Multimedia”, “Process Innovation”, “Product 
Innovation”, “Synergies”, “Format Development”, “Digital Strategy”, and 
“Platform Strategy”.

In the case studies, only journalistic formats for distribution via third-
party platforms or social networks were considered to examine the effects 
of this platform orientation on journalistic working methods and forms of 
presentation and how promising this orientation is in view of the challenges 
of fragmented media markets.

Table 13.1 Overview of the case studies

Hessenschau in 
100 Sekunden News WG Y-Kollektiv Deutschland3000

Provider/ 
regional branch

Hessischer 
Rundfunk

Bayerischer 
Rundfunk

Radio Bremen 
and Sendefähig 
GmbH 

Labo M GmbH

Media type Audio Video, text and 
picture news, 
postings

Video, text 
postings 

Video, text and 
picture news, 
postings

Primary 
distribution/ 
platform

Smart speaker 
systems, Spotify

Instagram YouTube Facebook, 
Instagram

Produced since August 2019 July 2018 October 2016 June 2017

Product/format Regional news Explanatory, 
orientation

Narrative 
documentaries, 
reportages

Orientation and 
opinion-forming

Processes/
organisational 
form

produced within 
newsroom

outside of 
broadcasting 
centre

Cooperation 
between regional 
branch and 
external company 
for ARD/ZDF 
network “funk”

external company 
for ARD/ZDF 
network “funk”

Key results

Analysis of strategy papers and interviews

The evaluation of strategy papers, programmatic texts, and sections of annual 
reports yielded many general findings but comparatively few reliable indica-
tions of practical changes and innovative projects. Of particular importance 
is the ARD Bericht an die Länder [report to the federal states], in which the 
media association formulated a comprehensive reform programme. A central 
statement in it is that ARD wants to develop into a “cross-media content and 
structurally integrated federal media association” (ARD, 2017: 3). However, 
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the documents did not reveal a coordinated platform strategy for the entire 
media network.

The results from the interviews with representatives of the nine state broad-
casters show both a clear orientation towards the development of convergent 
structures and the development of innovative formats for non-linear distribu-
tion, also via social networks. In particular, younger audiences are to be better 
reached in this way. The interviewees were asked about projects which they 
considered to be particularly progressive in terms of a reorientation of the 
editorial organisation and products. They named the following aspirational 
product innovations:

• Multimedia forms: integrating several media genres into one narrative 
form, formats for social networks

• Interactivity: exchange with users, feedback channels to the editorial 
team, recognition of users’ needs and interests

• Orientation towards user habits and user needs in the choice of topics 
and implementation

Beyond that, no concise characteristics of a uniform product or portfolio 
strategy of ARD could be identified. Even though most interviewees expressed 
the expectation that cross-media structures should also yield product innova-
tion, new formats mostly emerge in independent units, not in cross-media 
newsrooms. This finding is in line with research results from other European 
broadcasters (see also Hogh-Janovsky & Meier, 2021).

With regard to the interplay of process and product innovations, it becomes 
clear that the formulated goal of reaching younger audiences with journalistic 
content can only be achieved to a limited extent through the introduction 
of convergent editorial structures. In the time-pressured processes of cross-
media newsrooms, there is hardly any freedom to work creatively and develop 
innovative formats. Another major obstacle is different working cultures in 
the media domains. Also, spatial proximity is insufficient to promote product 
innovation (for corresponding results, see Bro et al., 2016; Francoeur, 2016; 
Larrondo et al., 2016).

It is noteworthy that while there is a systematic exchange between the 
state branches on reform processes, product innovations, and strategic orien
tation for ARD joint bodies, it is not the case for individual projects of the 
broadcasting organisations at the level of individual states that form ARD. 
Knowledge transfer between the branches only takes place on an informal 
level and through personal initiatives.

Case studies: Journalistic formats for social networks

Schmidt and colleagues (2017: 98) came to the conclusion that “opinion-
forming processes are no longer conceivable without intermediaries”. This 
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gives rise to new responsibilities for PSM: helping to shape these processes, 
also in social networks. Troxler (2013: 71) argued that young media users 
have a “legal right to participate and to have a voice in defining public value 
objectives”. From this perspective, the requirement arises for PSM to offer 
their content where young users can find it, namely on third-party platforms 
such as social networks.

Accordingly, the legal framework has been expanded in Germany. The 
reformed telemedia mandate allows PSM to use commercial platforms, includ-
ing social networks, for the dissemination of their offerings, insofar as this is 
required for journalistic-editorial reasons in order to reach the target groups 
(ARD, 2019, 2020).3 Based on these findings, the focus of the case studies 
was on journalistic formats that are developed and produced in independent 
units specifically for third-party platforms.

The interviews with the editorial directors of the formats show that the 
strategic decision to produce for and distribute content via social networks 
and other third-party providers is considered indispensable. For example, a 
strategic goal of the News WG format is to establish a forum for opinion 
formation for a target group that hardly uses linear media, explained pro-
ject manager Katrin Pötzsch: “We said we have to go there also for political 
discourse. [...] We have to address users and target groups that cannot be 
reached through our own channels” (as cited in Eichler 2022a: 205). Jochen 
Grabler, editor-in-charge of the documentary format Y-Kollektiv, points out 
that PSM media and video-on-demand libraries have not proven successful 
in reaching a younger audience: “Roughly speaking, we have gone where 
the people are. All dreams of a European or German special path alongside 
YouTube have been dashed so far. So, it was absolutely clear: We’re going 
to YouTube” (as cited in Eichler 2022a: 238).

All interviewees emphasised the importance of interacting with the audience 
through social media. Participation as a part of the public service remit can 
be realised by communicating with users and incorporating their thoughts 
and proposals into the journalists’ work. Eva Schulz, member of the editorial 
board of Deutschland3000, saw great potential for public service journalism 
to get into exchanges with users in social networks: “I still see social media as 
a great opportunity, especially for us as public broadcasters, who can really 
make a difference if we say we also feel a responsibility for the debates we 
trigger (as cited in Eichler 2022a: 270).

All interviewees were aware of possible dependencies on platforms regard-
ing technical infrastructure and dissemination of journalistic content. But 
they were willing to take the risk, as Jörg Rheinländer, responsible for the 
regional audio news format Hessenschau in 100 Sekunden said:

They can tell us in three years that we don’t need you anymore and we’ll 
throw you off [referring to platform operators]. That would be bad luck, 
but if I always think it through to the end? [...] Be where the people are. 
(as cited in Eichler 2022a: 189)
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These quotes clearly show that media managers at ARD focus on producing 
and distributing innovative journalistic formats primarily on social networks. 
They see great benefits in reaching younger target groups and making use of 
the “social” functions. This goes for all the big social networks like YouTube, 
Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat. The interviewees said that, as a 
part of this strategy, they accept risks of dependency on commercial platforms, 
like content moderation, overblocking, or general dependency on technical 
infrastructures and recommender algorithms.

Each format examined was designed and developed from the outset for 
a specific platform. This approach has a comprehensive impact on editorial 
structures, working methods, and the design of the content. In the following, 
connections and references from the editorial observations and interviews 
are compiled.

Characteristics of innovations: Structures and processes

Three of the four editorial units studied work in organisational forms that 
are not integrated into broadcasting centres or cross-media newsrooms. 
Both spatially and technically-infrastructurally, there is little or no opera-
tive connection to existing structures. An exception is Hessenschau in 100 
Sekunden, which is integrated into a newsroom. For this innovative regional 
news format, developed and produced specifically for voice assistant provid-
ers or smart-speaker systems, integration into editorial structures is not only 
obvious, but indispensable to ensuring fast and comprehensive exchange of 
information between media genres. The other three editorial units explored 
use infrastructures or resources of the associated broadcasting companies 
only in individual cases, for example, to obtain expertise from specialist 
editors, for cross-promotion or cooperation with linear formats, or for the 
exchange of information when planning topics. Then, a principle of flexible 
cross-mediality is applied. Cross-media work and publication is not mani-
fested by fixed structures or procedures; it is practised as needed and is not a 
declared strategic goal. When practising flexible cross-media, single-platform 
journalists can become multiplatform journalists (see also Francoeur, 2016). 
In all the offerings examined, the respective working methods and internal 
organisational forms have emerged in format development processes and are 
oriented towards the products and their users.

Community management and the integration of follow-up communica-
tion are significant for editorial structures and processes. The principles of 
process journalism (see also Meier, 2016) are anchored in the editorial offices 
of Deutschland3000, Y-Kollektiv, and News WG and determine large parts 
of the editorial work. Community management and social media editing are 
integrated into the processes of journalistic work. The processes of finding 
and developing topics, researching protagonists and opinions, promoting 
content, platform-oriented implementation, and follow-up communication 
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take place together and in continuous coordination. The exchange between 
journalistic and social media editorial perspectives is crucial. On the one 
hand, this is guaranteed by conference and meeting routines, and on the 
other, by physical proximity. Journalists learn about user reactions to their 
contributions in a bundled and direct way; social media editors can already 
participate in the planning and production phase of journalistic contributions 
and bring in their competences.

Use of algorithmic functions for content and distribution

The specific acting and research in platform environments are established 
processes in the editorial offices observed. It stands, for example, at the 
beginning of the research for a possible topic and also serves to find topics 
and protagonists (for consistent findings on the role of community manag-
ers, see Assmann & Diakopoulus, 2017). One example of this is the research 
routines of the Deutschland3000 editorial team. Journalists conduct targeted 
research on specific topics in suitable Facebook groups. They pursue several 
goals in this way: Moods, opinions, and attitudes toward possible journalistic 
topics are to be captured, the relevance of planned topics for the target group 
is assessed in this way, and finally, protagonists for videos can be found via 
Facebook groups, as explained by editor Viktoria Reichelt:

When I start looking for protagonists, I post calls in these groups. [...] 
Especially when it comes to sensitive topics, people are initially happy if 
it’s public service. I then reveal that relatively quickly when I get in touch 
with them. (as cited in Eichler, 2022a: 284)

Focusing on the platform, also referred to in the editorial team as beat 
reporting, is intended to help identify sub-target groups within the main 
target group of 20–29-year-olds, and to get to know their needs and realities 
of life. Another important effect is to identify networks and groups within 
Facebook through which editorial contributions can be distributed specifi-
cally, so that they are in turn disseminated via these groups and achieve high 
quantitative and qualitative coverage. Eva Schulz spoke of “seeding” by the 
social media editors:

After the release of the film, one editor does nothing else for a day but 
seeding the video. That means they go to the Facebook groups where we 
have done research, where it could be relevant, and post it there. They 
write to Facebook pages with a wide reach to ask if they want to share 
it. They approach influencers to share the videos. At best, these people 
appear in the videos themselves. (as cited in Eichler, 2022a: 277)

This distribution strategy relies on certain algorithmic mechanisms of 
Facebook: Deutschland3000’s contributions are not only disseminated via 
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the editorial team’s own account, but to a significant extent via distribution 
in and through Facebook groups, as well as by prominent hosts or influenc-
ers from other PSM formats.

An example of the alignment of journalistic action with algorithmic func-
tions is content that conveys opinions. After publication, the follow-up com-
munication on Facebook and Instagram is controlled and practised by social 
media editors. To stimulate this communication, the video contributions are 
often deliberately designed to be opinionated, said editorial director Markus 
Ehrlich:

That’s quite often the case with us, that we represent a thesis to which 
one can also have an opposing point of view and then discuss that with 
the people in the comment columns. The video or other content doesn’t 
stand on its own, there’s always community management involved. And 
for us [...] that’s a discussion of the content with the feedback from the 
users. (as cited in Eichler, 2022a: 276)

Taking a stance in the produced content is intended to promote follow-up 
communication and at the same time strengthen the dissemination of the 
content. Producing journalistic contributions that are as balanced, neutral, 
and detached as possible is therefore not a goal of this format.

Another example of purposeful employment of algorithmic functions to 
increase reach was revealed during observations in the News WG editorial 
team. An Instagram story by the editorial team had an exceptionally wide 
reach, and the editorial team reacted to this with intensive community man-
agement. The aim of the intensification in this phase was also to increase the 
number of followers and to gain new users, which the editorial team suc-
ceeded in doing, among other things, by linking to the Instagram account of 
leading news providers like Tagesschau, FAZ, and Spiegel Online. Through 
these actions, the number of followers increased by more than 10 per cent 
in two days (Eichler, 2022a).

Evaluation of metrics and analytics as a process routine

In all the units studied, there were defined quantitative target goals to be 
achieved within a set timeframe. For this purpose, the editorial teams analysed 
usage and user data provided to them by the platforms. These metrics and 
analytics were discussed in daily, weekly, or occasional routines in feedback 
sessions and became related to the journalistic content. In some cases, the 
data analyses were in-depth: For individual video posts, certain metrics of 
the platforms such as retention rate, click-through rate, playout rate, and 
engagement rate were evaluated and discussed. This feedback has impact on 
the journalistic products as positive or negative reinforcement. The editorial 
teams retain best practice examples and change products that achieve poor 
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reach or engagement. Overall, one can speak of a data-informed – but not 
data-driven – way of working (Sehl & Eder, 2020; Sehl et al., 2019; van 
Dijck et al., 2018).

The interviews and observations clearly show that journalistic work and 
editorial decisions are oriented towards metrics and analytics of the platforms. 
For the interviewed editors, they have a compass function for journalistic and 
editorial activities. In the interviews, there were no hints of a direct impact 
of metrics on journalistic content, decisions for or against certain topics, or 
managerial surveillance.

Structural dynamics of digital-first newsrooms (Cohen, 2019) seem not 
to play a big role in public service editorial units, because the pressure of 
commodifying content is low compared with commercial media producers. 
Nevertheless, editorial topic discussions and decisions are significantly ori-
ented towards the defined target groups and the prospects of success of the 
topic on the platform being used. In audience orientation, the criterion of a 
topic’s relevance is central. The dissemination potential via social media func-
tions and how this can be increased is also assessed in editorial conferences 
and plays an important role in the decision for or against a topic proposal.

In the interviews and editorial observations, however, positions also became 
clear that are predominantly oriented towards journalistic values, especially 
those of public service. For example, topics are occasionally implemented 
that have no prospect of above-average coverage or are deliberately intended 
to appeal to users who do not belong to the target group in the platform’s 
environment.

Features of product innovations

The content analyses of the explored formats show that journalistic content 
is being optimised for dissemination on specific social networks. Y-Kollektiv, 
Deutschland3000, and News WG in particular are strongly oriented towards 
the conventions of the respective platform in terms of presentation and design. 
Aesthetics, visual implementation, graphics, editing style, typographies, 
dramaturgy, language style, and tonality are aligned to the environment of 
the platform used. In the editorial offices, the use of resources for platform-
specific formatting is high.

The different forms of presentation used for these three formats are also 
geared to the respective platform. Common forms such as reportage, inter-
view, report, and analysing report are starting points for the development of 
independent variants of these forms of presentation. Each format works with 
one or more clearly defined storytelling paradigm, which are used according 
to their suitability for the reporting topic. In these paradigms, the reporting 
journalists and the featured protagonists have assigned roles that differ from 
conventional reporting. In particular, the distance to the subject matter or 
persons of the report is often less than in linear formats.
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It is also noticeable that the authors in their functions as reporters or 
hosts take a stand in many cases. This is justified with a stimulating effect 
on follow-up communication, a higher emotional impact, and more authen-
ticity of the authors. This becomes clear, for example, in the reportages of 
Y-Kollektiv. They follow the approach of narrative journalism, in which the 
reporter reports from a subjective, participatory perspective:

Our approach was participatory observation, getting close to the people, 
making it clear that the reporter is in this story, gets to know people, 
gets into situations, is not neutral in these situations, but also making it 
as transparent as possible that the reporter has an attitude towards the 
theme of the film [...] and thus offering the viewers something to rub up 
against. (Grabler, as cited in Eichler 2022a: 238)

Deutschland3000 also works with platform-specific forms of implementation 
for the video contributions. Four different defined forms, oriented towards 
conventions of the platform, are produced. The editorial team analyses which 
of these forms of implementation achieves particularly high usage figures and 
concludes that the posts in which protagonists are at the centre of the report-
ing generate the most views. This is one of the reasons why Deutschland3000 
produces about 60 per cent of its video contributions in the implementation 
forms of “protagonist film” and “encounters”.

As an interactive and participatory format, Y-Kollektiv has set up the 
YouTube channel Y zwei. Videos are published there in which the reporters 
take up and answer users’ questions. Beforehand, the social media editors 
bundle these questions into topic clusters that the film authors specifically 
address. These include questions about understanding the content, the role 
of journalists, and editorial decisions. Here, too, community management 
and journalists work closely together to strengthen the bond and discourse 
between the editorial team and the user community.

Public network value: Application to the case studies
With reference to the concept of public network value (Steinmaurer & Wenzel, 
2015), specific criteria can be applied to the working methods and contents 
of the case studies. In Table 13.2, selected criteria are used to check which 
specific public service requirements are realised. The investigated units largely 
observe the criteria, and thus the format profiles are decisively sharpened and 
the uniqueness of the journalistic offerings in the respective media environ-
ment can be demonstrated.
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Table 13.2	 Quality criteria in online communication and public network value  
	 applied to the case studies

Hessenschau in 
100 Sekunden News WG Y-Kollektiv Deutschland3000

Navigation and 
orientation

News orientation Explanatory and 
orientating format

Confrontation 
with niche topics, 
change of per-
spective

Representation 
of diversity of 
opinion, change of 
perspective

Reduction of 
complexity

Short messages/
news

Format Insta-Story 
and function of 
the host

Breaking down to 
personal stories

Personal stories, 
forming poles of 
opinion

Accessibility Website and third-
party platform

Website and third-
party platform

Website and third-
party platform

Website and third-
party platform

Transparency In the further 
development of 
the format, user 
survey

Reactions to user 
questions/com-
ments, indication 
of sources, further 
development of 
format, coopera-
tion with specialist 
editorial offices

Indication of 
sources, follow-up 
communication, 
Q&A

Response to user 
questions/com-
ments, indication 
of sources

Convergence, 
linkages

Occasion-related 
references to own 
websites

Linking to PSM 
content and 
within Instagram 
network

Linking to formats 
of network 
“funk”, linear 
format “Rabiat”

Linking to cor-
responding formats 
of network “funk”, 
podcast format

Diligence 
obligations

Four-eyes 
principle, two-
sources principle

Six-eyes principle, 
editing of scripts, 
depth of research, 
citation of sour-
ces, consultation 
with specialist 
editorial offices

Editing and 
proofreading of 
the treatments, 
multiple approval 
of contributions, 
feedback during 
research, indica-
tion of sources

Depth of research, 
feedback during 
research, accep-
tance of contribu-
tions, indication 
and archiving of 
sources

Update Several times a 
day

If required Through format 
Q&A

If required

Dialogue, 
participation

User survey in 
the further deve-
lopment of the 
format

Community 
management, 
survey on further 
development of 
the format

Social media 
editing, users as 
protagonists

Social media 
editing, research 
in network groups, 
users as protago-
nists

Promotion of 
user compe-
tence

Voice assistants as 
an environment 
for PSM content

Call to discourse, 
references to 
further content on 
the topic

Call to discourse, 
references to 
further content on 
the topic

Call to discourse, 
references to 
further content on 
the topic

Comments: The term public network value comes from Steinmaurer and Wenzel (2015).
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Journalism for third-party platforms as part of a renewed 
legitimacy

A consistent finding from the case studies is that the journalistic offerings 
examined are aligned with the platforms used. Journalistic content and edito-
rial practices assimilate to the rules, algorithmic mechanisms, and practices 
of the platforms: Journalism is not just done on platforms, but specifically 
for platforms.

In the units studied, innovative formats were created that reach younger 
audiences successfully. By January 2022, the Y-Kollektiv channel had gath-
ered more than one million subscribers on YouTube (Funk, 2022). In May 
2022, News WG had a little more than 150,000 followers (News WG, 2022), 
and Deutschland3000 recorded about 260,000 followers on Facebook and 
Instagram (Deutschland3000, n.d.).

With these offerings, ARD taps into markets that could not be reached 
through other distribution channels. This approach counteracts the described 
developments of a generation gap. Users are involved in discourses around 
reporting and the development of new topics through participation and inter-
action. This promotes participation and makes users, who would otherwise 
probably remain excluded, participants in opinion-forming processes.

To counteract the loss of social relevance and to ensure the function as 
an enabler of discourse, journalistic content for third-party platforms is 
therefore an indispensable component of a digital strategy and thus of a 
renewed legitimisation of PSM. Required and mandated services such as 
inclusion, participation, diversity of opinion, integration, and participation, 
and the general task of creating a deliberative public sphere, can be realised 
in the formats studied. They thus make an essential contribution to society 
by expanding the conception of PSB by the dimension of a PSM approach.

Opportunities and limitations of cross-media and federalism

The research results show that product innovations can be successfully 
developed and produced in structures created specifically for this purpose. 
Against this background, it becomes clear that the expectations of cross-
media newsrooms regarding innovation development are too high. Cross-
media organisation and cooperation is indispensable for current affairs and 
regional reporting; however, it is important to consider the resources that 
must be invested to achieve certain strategic goals. In which cases is the effort 
to build up and maintain an extensive cross-media structure justified against 
the background of the objective to reach new audiences? When might it be 
more effective to develop and produce an offer only for a specific channel 
or platform?

It must also be questioned how purposeful the federal structure of ARD still 
is. To what extent can and should ARD structurally diversify regarding the 
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development and production of platform-specific formats? On the other hand, 
for which tasks are convergent structures expedient? How can non-linear 
offerings, especially those that have nationwide relevance, be coordinated 
and jointly curated within the network? These questions are not dealt with 
systematically enough by ARD, although this further strategic orientation 
of the regional branches and ARD as a whole determines its future viability.

Against the backdrop of the formulated goal of developing into a cross-
media and structurally integrated federal media association (ARD, 2017), a 
clearly growing need for coordination within ARD is emerging. The useful-
ness of the federal structure is being pushed to its limits by digitalisation. 
Distribution strategies and the distribution of tasks must be adapted more 
precisely to changed markets and user routines. Since the distribution of non-
linear content is not bound to federal or national borders and needs to be 
much more user-centric, a more central organisation for content coordination 
will be necessary. In turn, branches will have to hand over competences and 
responsibilities. On the other hand, federalism offers potential in terms of 
knowledge transfer. To this end, a network should be established to secure 
and develop innovation expertise.

Public value and platformisation

The case studies show that platform logics and algorithmic functions are 
considered in editorial decisions and actions. While such points of orienta-
tion are routinely incorporated into daily processes, the negotiation of classic 
journalistic quality standards is less obvious and less determining in edito-
rial routines. Nevertheless, influence on journalistic independence through 
prioritisation of algorithmic logic against editorial logic (Nieborg & Poell, 
2018) was not identified during the editorial observations. All the same, clear 
characteristics of platformisation in relation to the forms of presentation 
and the organisational structures of the editorial offices were recognised. By 
following a platform-native or off-site strategy (Sehl et al., 2018), the units 
studied become complementors (Nieborg & Poell, 2018) of platforms and 
place themselves in increasing dependence, as they are “forced to operate 
within the logic of social media” (Stollfuß, 2021: 132). The question arises 
of “how public democratic values [can] be promoted in this environment” 
(Van Es & Poell, 2020: 2). In the case studies, this goal is largely achieved 
because there is a shared understanding of public service values. But to ensure 
that these quality criteria are observed and adhered to, there is a lack of 
standardised procedure for a value-oriented quality management that can be 
applied in all editorial offices that create content for third-party platforms.

In the sense of independent PSM quality journalism, and with regard to 
possible future conflicts of interest, there is a need for ethical guidelines that 
allow for a demarcation between assimilation to platforms and journalistic 
quality standards. The following questions should be considered:
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• Journalistic autonomy: How do PSM ensure that they decide indepen-
dently of algorithmic logic in the selection of their topics and content?

• Design and presentation: How are PSM quality standards ensured in 
the environment of platform-specific conventions?

• Diversity of opinion and depth of content: How is it ensured that PSM 
content reflects and disseminates diverse perspectives and positions 
and is mindful of algorithmic effects that favour popular and easily 
consumable content over complex ones?

• Infrastructural independence: How do PSM counter the danger of 
infrastructural capture in increasingly monopolised third-party plat-
form landscapes?

• Public interest and user needs: What criteria do public service editors 
use to balance user interests and public interest?

Because it can be assumed that PSM content will be distributed even more 
intensively and in greater quantities via third-party platforms in the future, 
there is a need to address these questions. It is recommended that these 
conversations be conducted jointly between all public service providers in 
Germany, or even in Europe, to arrive at a valid result that is as unanimous 
as possible.4

Conclusion
ARD’s goal of developing into a cross-media content and structurally inte-
grated federal media association has been achieved at best in rudimentary 
stages under innovation criteria. While there is evidence of innovation devel-
opments at the level of products, this is only true to a limited extent at the 
level of processes. Regarding knowledge transfer, more attention should be 
paid to how successful innovations could diffuse from small units into larger 
structures of broadcasting centres.

The development process towards becoming a PSM organisation has been 
initiated but is coming up against limits due to immanent structural conserva-
tism. The need to coordinate media offerings and content in the context of 
non-linear distribution already in the conception phase and to curate, bundle, 
and promote them in a user-oriented way in distribution is great and will 
continue to increase. There is a requirement for more centralised organisa-
tional forms that make decisions for the entire media network in programme 
management and the use of platforms.

These findings show that ARD has so far failed to overcome many chal-
lenges to remain an indispensable contributor to society in terms of enabling 
opinion formation by providing all with high-quality journalism. It becomes 
clear that ARD must enter a civic discourse to clarify how it can guarantee 
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and develop its values on third-party platforms. Part of this discourse must 
be an examination of ethical issues concerning the limitations of platformi-
sation. There is also a need for an innovation process at ARD regarding 
the paradigmatic orientation (see also Francis & Bessant, 2005; Storsul & 
Krumsvik, 2013). At this point, too, the future role of ARD as a contribu-
tor to society will have to be proven in the context of the legitimacy debate.
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Endnotes
1 Goods for which private demand falls short of the desired social level or impact.
2 I translated all original quotations assisted by the software DeepL Pro.
3 The renewed Interstate Media Treaty underlines this task.
4 For more empirical insights and an in-depth discussion of these aspects see Eichler (2022b).
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