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Public Service Broadcasting in
Converging Media Modalities
Practices and Reflections from the Netherlands

Johannes Bardoel
ASCoR/University of Amsterdam and Radboud University Nijmegen

Leen d’Haenens
Catholic University of Leuven and Radboud University Nijmegen

Abstract / This contribution makes a case for the convergence between technologies as a basis
for public access to digital cultural heritage in an age where citizens increasingly seek alternative
sources of information and have the power to choose, compare, and publish opinions of their own
online. The stage on which European public broadcasters perform nowadays is being thoroughly
transformed, and although the preconditions for multimedia strategies seem to be much more
advantageous than just a few years ago, public broadcasters will need to decide to extend their
portfolio of platforms and channels if they want to reach out to all generations, including the young
ones. The Dutch public broadcaster seems to adopt an active strategy in the digital domain,
however, this strategy is still expressed in technological and economical terms and takes insufficient
account of the viewers’ present and future media use. This touches on another angle from which
to view the link between public broadcasting and ICT: the necessity for PSB to capture new user
groups with innovative content, consistently clustered, and in line with the public service mandate.

Key Words / convergence / digitization / Dutch public broadcaster / multimedia / public service
broadcasting / public service media / public service mission

Convergence: From Promise to Practice

The process of convergence, that is, the blurring of traditional boundaries between ‘old’
and ‘new’ media technologies (CEC Commission of the European Communities, 2001;
Bardoel and van Cuilenburg, 2003; Nissen, 2006), gradually took shape over the last 25
years, beginning in the 1980s with the emergence of cable and satellite, teletext and
videotext systems. At present, convergence has become an everyday reality that has gone
through most stages of development: technology, market, politics, programme content
and, last but not least, media consumption. Here too technological advancement
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triggered development: digitization caused the gradual convergence of new and already
existing media modalities. Greater information capacity and new communication patterns
(from one-way to interactive) are important characteristics of digitization.

Meanwhile, from the 1980s onwards, structural changes in the television market,
stimulated by liberalizing policies both at national and European levels, and commercial-
ization and the resulting ‘dual broadcast markets’ had a deep impact on programme
content. Commercial channels and independent producers presented new, hybrid
programme formats, blurring the formerly sacred boundaries between information and
entertainment and between fact and fiction. The implementation of digital and network
technologies in the 1990s triggered the production of multimedia programming, combin-
ing different platforms, and increased opportunities to publish content available to
anyone with internet access, leading to converged forms of communication (Lüders,
2007). The ultimate proof that convergence has moved from promise to practice is that
media consumption has shifted considerably. Since recently, and for the first time in over
50 years, in several western countries, including the Netherlands, television viewing has
declined and computer-related media use has gone up, especially among the younger
generations.

Public Service Broadcasting Follows the Audience

As mass media create more and more online arenas for users to express themselves and
‘meet’, as a result of which the scope and significance of audience-generated content
increases (Lüders, 2007), the stage on which European public broadcasters perform is
being thoroughly transformed. Meanwhile, the preconditions for public broadcasters’
multimedia strategies seem to be much more advantageous than just a few years ago.

A first precondition is that after two decades of ‘dual broadcasting’ in Europe, the
decline of public service broadcasting is not as serious as old predictions would have
it: indeed, public broadcasters are still very much ‘alive and kicking’ (Tracey, 1998;
d’Haenens and Bardoel, 2007). They have adapted quite well to the increasingly
commercial media context, thanks to major internal reorganizations and efficiency oper-
ations and by adopting more commercial management and programming strategies.
Political and academic observers used to be concerned that public broadcasting would
be contaminated by this commercial logic and that both actors might eventually converge.
At first glance this concern seemed justified, as around 1990 a new generation of
management took the lead in order to make the old bureaucracies ‘meaner and leaner’.
Consequently, programme schedules were changed in an effort to satisfy the audience
as well as the advertisers. Recently, many public broadcasters have been quite successful
in choosing a middle way between adaptation and purification, which Hulten and Brants
(1992) called the ‘compensation strategy’ (Donges and Puppis, 2003; Meier, 2003). Hence
public broadcasters have taken over certain orientations of private competitors such as
efficiency and cost awareness (Blumler, 1992).

Second, hardly any national or European authorities still fundamentally question the
public broadcasters’ right to operate on new media platforms. Although the commercial
audiovisual sector has tried to limit public broadcasting to the provision of a free
programme supply via open, analogue networks, both national and European Union
policies allow it to operate also on new platforms, provided that the new services fit in
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with the public remit and do not distort competition. The many procedures and numerous
policy debates still running at the level of the European Commission demonstrate,
however, that the struggle is far from over yet. Although the overall attitude of the
European Commission is not unfavourable toward public broadcasters (Ward, 2003), the
latter run the risk that their playing field might shrink as a result of incremental decision-
making and case law (see the European Court decision on the Altmark case on the incom-
patibility of state aid with the common market). Consequently, the arguments for public
broadcasters’ prominence on all platforms, such as expansion on mobile platforms, will
have to be made more explicit than ever in order to ensure that public broadcasters
manifest their distinctiveness and do not distort ‘fair competition’.

A last but not unimportant precondition helping public broadcasters in developing a
multimedia strategy is the finding that new media technologies supplement rather than
replace the old ones, and that public content production will remain important in a
context of abundant technology and relative scarcity of professionally produced content.
Consequently, public service broadcasting will have to follow its audiences, adopting
cross-media strategies and developing new genres and formats fostering audience inter-
action and participation and social integration. In other words, public service broadcast-
ing – PSB – will need to evolve towards public service media – PSM (Nissen, 2006).

Public Broadcasters’ Multimedia Strategies

The ‘functional equivalence’ theory (Robinson et al., 2002) contends that people use
different media side by side, depending on their perceived relative strengths and func-
tionalities. Media consumption patterns and social acceptance of new media develop
gradually; youngsters and not-so-young ones (below 40) make extensive use of digital
media on their own terms and conditions, mainly by virtue of computer socialization at
a very young age. Digital has become a common platform for all, providing an alterna-
tive distribution mode for text, sound and vision, while also offering new, distinctive
features such as sheer unlimited information storage and unprecedented communication
capacity. The question concerning which media modes – print, audiovisual or digital –
will be used in the future, depends on their perceived functional equivalence.

For public service broadcasters this means that they will have to rethink their
position beyond existing media and distribution modes: What is their role in providing
public information and how can they develop a coordinated multimedia strategy
(synergy) for doing so? We appear to be faced with a paradox here: the more media
and distribution modes there are, the more crucial the question becomes which role
a public provider intends to play in a new, predominantly commercially run communi-
cation context. Interactivity is often seen as the most distinctive characteristic of digital
media, but it should be noted that radio phone-ins were the very first, and a pure,
form of interactivity. Interactive media make it possible, more than classic media ever
could, for participants to express themselves, solicited or not, to connect to others and
to participate. Different levels of interactivity (Jensen, 1999) enable us to develop and
fine-tune information and communication services to meet the expectations of
different target audiences. Public broadcasters’ online presence can also extend their
trusted brands across different platforms as well as create greater loyalty and increase
their chances of capturing a young audience and retaining it as it gets older. Ha and
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Chan-Olmsted (2004) outline four interaction strategies that can improve the relation
between the broadcaster and the audience:

1 Information-based features: e.g. background information complementary to news,
sports, culture and other broadcasts.

2 Programme-based features: enabling viewers to choose or control the programme
supply, e.g. via EPG and on-demand services.

3 Fan-based features: trying to involve fans of programmes and personalities and create
communities by online forums and chat rooms.

4 Game-based features: involving viewers in (game) programmes and offering them the
opportunity of playing the game themselves.

Often related to their age and generation and depending on the period as well as
on the way they were brought up with interactive media, different target groups have
diverging expectations and demands in this respect. Older people, (un)intentionally still
the main target audience of the public broadcaster, tend to begin their media menu with
radio or television and look for further information online, while younger generations
more often start online and come across the public broadcaster’s content later (Tapscott,
1998; Andersen, 2007). Young people are good at multitasking and develop an inter-
active logic or a digital identity characterized by ego-sensualism, as Darley (2000) puts it,
predominantly characterized by feelings experienced in the present and fundamentally
real-time orientated. The prospect is that more audiences will use more platforms and
channels on top of the currently available open broadcast channels. In order to maintain
a reasonable level of audience coverage, (public) broadcasters will need to decide to
extend their portfolio of platforms and channels if they want to reach out to all gener-
ations, including the young ones. The first step includes thematic channels, and these
will, if successful in terms of reach, change the function of the open channels into show-
rooms for thematic channels and ‘on demand’ platforms. Gradually the latter will be part
of deliberate cross-media strategies trying to keep the audience’s attention as long as
possible through a multiplicity of outlets. In general, brand building across media and
platforms will become more important. Interactivity, however broad and vague, certainly
is a central concept of the new media strategy, ranging between simple tele-voting to
the production of ‘user-generated’ content.

In Reality Public Broadcasters’ Practice is Still Mostly
Shovelwaring

Often public broadcasters’ internet presence continues to be the result of ‘shovelwaring’
already existing content to a new platform. Internet presence is still considered a by-
product of the efforts put in broadcasting rather than the result of a deliberate strategy
to serve distinctive target groups with a cross-media supply. New media strategies, includ-
ing those of public broadcasters, are more often technology-driven rather than demand-
driven. By now, however, initial experience and research evidence should enable
broadcasters to avoid this pitfall.

The mainly technology-driven approach is beautifully exemplified in the public broad-
caster of the Netherlands. Worldwide, the country is the first to have implemented the
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analogue switch-off (at the end of 2006), in part thanks to the great density of cable and
satellite reception of radio and TV signals. The public broadcaster has traditionally played
a pioneering role, which may have been furthered by the presence of, and the co-
operation with Philips, the Dutch manufacturer of electronic consumer goods. As far as
digitization is concerned, the Dutch public broadcasting system is not only prominently
present on the internet, but also operates as many as 17 thematic TV channels while, for
radio, another 25 thematic channels are in the offing. Furthermore, in the Multi-Year Plan
2008–12, an explicit policy is adopted for the domains of the ‘Internet’, ‘Cross-Medial
Perspectives’ and ‘New Media and Innovation’, in addition to the already existing media
and platforms. The explicit starting-point is that the public must be followed, wherever
it is. It is the public broadcaster’s intention to become a multimedia organization ‘in which
increasingly integrated concepts of supply are developed’ (Nederlandse Publieke Omroep,
2007: 65), though admittedly it is deemed premature to envisage ‘a complete switch
of our organization with regard to the relevant re-allocation of budgetary resources’
(Nederlandse Publieke Omroep, 2007: 59). The Plan distinguishes between, on the one
hand, the ‘multimedial’ approach, which offers a given programme title on various media
and platforms, and on the other, the ‘cross-medial’ approach, in which everything begins
with the concept, a suitable combination of media and distribution channels being subse-
quently explored. The Multi-Year Plan suggests furthermore that, apart from new services,
new business models and new avenues of exploitation also need to be developed.

More and more parties are trying to corner a prominent position on various new media platforms.
Moreover, distributors are widening their strategic position in the value chain so that more and more
often they assume the role of gatekeeper and guide. This means that in the relatively short term it
may become more difficult for the viewer to find us. (Nederlandse Publieke Omroep, 2007: 65)

The public broadcaster’s choice to operate on the internet seems to be inspired by
the wish to achieve additional coverage, in line with the ‘long-tail’ concept, and to reach
specific target and life-style groups. One exceptionally successful example is the Uitzend-
ing gemist (‘Missed a Programme’) offer, a form of delayed viewing which in some cases
generates one extra percentage point of additional coverage. Audience research in the
context of the ‘Kwaliteitskaart’, that is, the ‘quality card’ (see Bardoel et al., 2005) shows
that, for example, television and the internet address different groups. Though the policy
proposals also refer to the different ways in which target groups use the media, includ-
ing old and new services, this line of thought is not developed in any detail, being left
to the various broadcasters and editing staffs. It also transpires that a broadcaster’s
presence on the internet is usually linked to separate programmes and that a well-
thought-out internet strategy based on the networks’ and channels’ profiles (both with
regard to content and users) is generally still lacking.

To sum up, the Dutch public broadcaster does seem to adopt an active strategy in
the digital domain, even when compared with its commercial rivals. However, it is a
strategy which is still expressed in terms of technological potential and models of
economic exploitation, and which takes insufficient account of the viewers’ present and
future media use, which the broadcaster claims to respond to. This is reflected in the
applications as well: they are mostly technology-driven experiments, whose strategic
function it is to occupy a given territory, but here too there is no vision based on media
use.
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This touches on another angle from which to view the link between public broad-
casting and ICT: the necessity for PSB to invent new genres and formats. The underlying
reasons are not only technological – because of multi- and cross-mediality and because
of the changing media use discussed earlier – but also sociological. The classic ‘emanci-
pation politics’ and the ‘enlightenment mission’ have evolved into ‘life politics’, as put by
Giddens (1991), in which individual and not collective emancipation has become pre-
eminent. Old divisions, such as those between citizens and consumers and between high
or elite culture and low or popular culture, have become blurred. Public broadcasters lag
behind in producing hybrid programmes since they often stick to the classic division
between information and entertainment, the focus on traditional tasks and formats
geared towards so-called citizens rather than consumers. The result is that commercial
channels and production companies, such as Endemol in the Netherlands, have taken the
lead in innovation in inventing new formulas and formats. Hence, it is important that
public broadcasters rethink their programme policies in relation to both these techno-
logical and social and sociological transformations.

Reformulating the Public Service Mission for a New
Technological and Social Context

From the 1990s onwards, and more than had ever been the case in the monopoly period,
the reformulation of the task and mission of public service broadcasting became the
subject of renewed attention. Sources of inspiration were found in academic literature
and political statements. According to McQuail (1992: 49–64) the mission statements of
public broadcasting invariably contain the following recurring ingredients: (1) a commit-
ment to universal service; (2) diversity and representativeness of content in political, social
and cultural terms; (3) democratic accountability; (4) significant elements of public financ-
ing; and (5) non-profit goals. Not surprisingly, this more elaborate defining of the distinc-
tive characteristics and tasks of public broadcasting first emerged in countries where
public broadcasting had already lost its monopoly (the UK, Canada) or where it had never
existed (the USA). The frequently cited advantage of the BBC in this field is therefore also
owing to the fact that it had to prove and justify itself in a dual broadcasting situation
far sooner than did its colleagues elsewhere in Europe. As a result of the convergence
process, public broadcasters nowadays tend to reformulate their mission statements in a
more technology- and platform-neutral way to bring content to the audience wherever
it goes. Helen Boaden, head of BBC news and current affairs, puts it this way: ‘Whether
you like this or not, you can’t sack the audience. They can sack you but you can’t sack
them’ (Drury, 2007: 277).

Most national governments in Europe have recently allowed public broadcasters to
expand their activities in the digital domain, although the conditions about the nature,
scope and financing of these new services, compared with the core radio and television
activities, vary considerably from country to country. Overall the main conditions are that
the new services should contribute to the fulfilment of PSB goals, be related to the core
activities in traditional broadcasting, and not cannibalize on the core business. By way of
example, in the new BBC Charter (2006), digital activities are explicitly part of the PSB
remit, but every new or modified BBC service has to undergo a so-called ‘public value
test’, checking its contribution to the public interest and its impact on the commercial
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market. Other countries too, such as Denmark, are planning to develop a similar public
value test.

From Transmission to Communication

The evolution from a television dissemination mode of pre-produced broadcasts for
passive viewers to the interaction mode offered by the computer and digital networks
where users can be senders as well as receivers (see Andersen, 2007) is undoubtedly the
major change that public service broadcasters have to go through in order to become
true public service media in a multimedia environment. Whereas public service broadcast-
ing prioritized transmission, public service media should instead bring communication to
the fore. On the one hand, serving the audience is all too often considered simple
populism or consumerism, and therefore not fitting for a public mission or institution. On
the other, serving society entails contributing to social deliberation in a Habermassian
sense (Bardoel, 2006). The latter assignment presupposes that the editorial function of
public service broadcasting becomes an even more vital asset for public service media.
All these changes require major mental and cultural shifts. While some public broad-
casters are already trying to make these shifts, others continue to stick to the old credo
of informing, educating and entertaining the audience, and servicing their core audience.
In all, throughout Europe, public broadcasters are defining new relations with ‘the society
they operate in and are mandated to serve’ (Søndergaard, 1999: 22).

From Public Service Broadcasting to Public Service Media

The European Union continues to consider public service broadcasters, however central
in the European landscape, as an exception to market conditions. Such an approach may
de facto entail a gradual attempt to squeeze public broadcasting into shrinking borders
and narrower spaces. But by tradition, public broadcasting with a broad mandate is a
European invention and a key cultural institution in Europe. Treating it mainly as an
economic entity underestimates its role, contribution and importance, not only in histori-
cal terms, but also in the realm of its future contribution to Europe’s media culture.

Public service broadcasting is no longer considered a stand-alone institution; public
service media are increasingly considered instrumental in safeguarding a sound media
ecology in any given society, in which both public broadcasting and independent
journalism are crucial components. This implies that, both from a political and a market
approach, public service media are legitimized and assessed on their ability to compen-
sate for market failure and to produce evident and, if possible, quantifiable ‘public value’
for society. These new conditions are sometimes regarded as a threat to a full-scale PSB,
but – given the track record of pure commercial competitors – it can also be considered
an important asset. There is, according to Donges and Puppis (2003), growing
disappointment about the impact of the ‘dualization’ of broadcasting because private
channels are overwhelmingly entertainment-oriented while public channels carry more
politically relevant information (Porter, 1999: 36). Around 15 to 20 years of commercial
competition have not automatically produced more diversity against lower costs.
Moreover, this experience creates a more positive climate vis-à-vis public-service broad-
casting and/or media than merely a few years ago. Consequently, public service media

BARDOEL AND D’HAENENS: PUBLIC SERVICE BROADCASTING IN CONVERGING MEDIA MODALITIES 357

351-360 091086 Bardoel (D)  19/6/08  14:06  Page 357

 at Katholieke Univ Leuven on January 10, 2011con.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://con.sagepub.com/


remain an important component of the public domain in an ever more commercial
media landscape.

From Institution to Programme

It should be acknowledged that the reinvention of European public service broadcasting
also affects (the debate on) its present organization and institutionalization (d’Haenens
and Bardoel, 2007). Social control of public broadcasting, for which the BBC became the
leading model, has been institutionalized in different ways. The EBU Digital Strategy
Group (2002) still considers public service broadcasting as an ‘island of trust’ amidst
multimedia companies offering linear broadcasts and online programmes. According to
the Group, the public service evidently needs a strong institution to properly carry out
this mission. In most western European countries, there still is considerable support for
the current public broadcasting institutions, notably in the UK.

If we listened to those who wish to restrict the BBC to becoming a limited provider of minority
interest content, we would risk destroying the virtues of an institution which can play a vital role in
preserving a common culture of tolerance and debate, and one which can implicitly transmit the
values of British society to all parts of our society and around the rest of the world. In return we
would have to hope that the market would provide the same outcome, despite evidence from other
societies that this is not the case. (Green, 2005: 37)

The alternative of de-institutionalizing public service broadcasting by introducing
public programme funds favouring culture and the arts has been proposed several times
as part of the reinvention of the public broadcasting system but is not seen as a viable
solution as it may have many drawbacks (i.e. one more layer of ‘red tape’, no better
programmes, not more diversity). On the one hand, hardly any country – the exception
is New Zealand – has so far dared to make that far-reaching move. On the other, theor-
ists of the new (media) economy argue that state support for a single institution catering
for vulnerable productions aimed at a general audience has become outdated given the
fundamentally changed market structures in which the ‘long tail’ (Anderson, 2006) makes
large organizations and high investments obsolete.

Conclusion

This contribution makes a case for the convergence between technologies as a basis for
public access of digital cultural heritage in an age where citizens increasingly seek alterna-
tive sources of information and have the power to choose, compare and publish opinions
of their own online. Europe has now experienced 25 years of dual broadcasting. In many
ways the situation today is about assessing and redefining what dual broadcasting ought
to mean in a fragmenting and fast-changing society. It is also intriguing to know what
the position of public service broadcasting and/or media is going to be or ought to be in
a converged technological context and in a media ecology, as Dan Gillmor (2004) puts
it, where people are seeking a conversation rather than a lecture from media
professionals. It seems that the route to follow is the ‘let it all happen’ credo, as long as
it is sustainable, so that more content is made available: here authentication of content
is going to be crucial, and here the professionalism of public broadcasters comes in as a
distinctive feature.
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What we have seen to date is a good deal of change, most of which has in fact been
internal, since openness to innovation for public broadcasters comes with strings attached
in terms of internal and external accountability mechanisms (Küng, 2007). The pressure
has been building up for at least 10 years to redefine and better establish the public
service remit in light of a deeper, clearer understanding of the new social and techno-
logical context and the growing complexity of relations of interaction and participation
with all of its stakeholders. Not only the question of how to expand to new platforms
should be asked, but also the why question will need to be filled in. Obviously, neither
the concern for new income opportunities nor the argument in favour of territory expan-
sion is going to be sufficient. The desire to capture new user groups with innovative
content, consistently clustered, and in line with the public service mandate should be the
reasons for expanding one’s established media institution to new platforms.
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