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Executive summary

This report analyzes 275 scientific articles on public service media
(PSM) published between 1998 and 2024, with the aim of map-
ping when, where, and how research has been conducted, as well
as which themes dominate.

More research on PSM but still dominated by Western Europe
The volume of research has increased significantly over time,
peaking in 2024. The field is dominated by European researchers,
European case studies, and European journals, with a particular
focus on the United Kingdom, Spain, and the EU.

Research on media policy and digitization dominates the content
Two research tracks stand out: (1) Funding, media policy, and
regulation, and (2) digitization, platforms, and streaming. Studies
on audiences, trust, populism, disinformation, and public values
exist but are comparatively few.

Theoretical focus and methodological imbalance

Much of the research reviewed is theoretical or argumentative;
when empirical methods are employed, document analysis and
comparative studies dominate. News journalism is by far the most
studied genre, while analyses of entertainment genres are almost
absent. Digital PSM and TV are studied extensively, while
research on radio is rare.

Identified knowledge gaps and recommendations

The report highlights the need for research on: (1) the role and
experiences of audiences, (2) PSM in non-Western European
contexts, (3) distribution issues in a platformized media land-
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scape, and (4) the democratic function of PSM in theory and

practice.

A searchable database containing all of the articles analyzed is
available at www.sh.se/kpub


www.sh.se/kpub

Foreword

Fredrik Stiernstedt ¢ Anne Kaun

What do we really know about public service media (PSM)? And
what do we need to find out?

These questions became topical in Sweden in connection with
the 2024 public service inquiry, Responsibility and Independence
— Public Service in Troubled Times (SOU 2024:34). In its final
report, the parliamentary committee proposed that funds be
allocated to produce new research on PSM during the coming
license period. The background to this was that the committee
arrived at the conclusion there was a lack of knowledge in several
areas. The two areas identified were impartiality and the impact
of PSM on and interaction with commercial (news) media. It was
proposed that the research assignments be given to the Media
Authority, but the committee also believed that the requested
knowledge production should be “carried out in collaboration
with research institutions” (SOU 2024:34, p. 339).

Criticism quickly emerged. Both referral bodies and the broad-
casters themselves, as well as voices in the public debate, ques-
tioned the purpose and usefulness of the rather narrow research
commissions issued by the public service committee. Concerns
were also expressed about the consequences that such govern-
ment-commissioned research in the middle of a license period
could have for operations of PSM. In addition, the question was
raised as to whether the claim made in the committee’s report -
i.e., that there was “a significant lack of research” (ibid., p. 253) -
was accurate or not.

For those working in media research within a research insti-
tution, the perceived need for specific research commissions may
seem somewhat puzzling: a great deal of research is being con-
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ducted, written, and published on PSM. At the same time, how-
ever, it is possible to understand the committee’s reasoning;: it is
possible that certain dimensions of PSM are under-researched and
that all available research in certain areas is not up to date or
related to the contemporary media reality. As previous research
reviews (Bjerling 2022) have shown, there is, for example, a very
long tradition of studies on the impartiality of PSMs in Sweden,
but these studies have mainly dealt with media coverage of general
elections and party leader interviews — and this, of course, does
not provide a comprehensive picture, even if it does give a good
indication. The picture provided by the available research is clear:
there is no systematic party political bias in Swedish PSMs
(Johansson 2022). There is also previous research on the impact
of PSMs on the media market, but the number of studies is
limited. These studies show that the business models of com-
mercial media are in no way threatened by strong public service
broadcasting — but this conclusion is based on fairly limited
empirical evidence (Norbéck & Ohlsson 2022).

So there is no shortage of knowledge gaps, even though a great
deal of research is being conducted on PSM. A cursory glance at
the available research is enough to see that studies of PSM are
somewhat fragmented and that research in this area is charac-
terized by a certain degree of inconsistency: in some periods, a
great deal of research is conducted on public service, while in
others, interest wanes. In some areas, it is not clear to what extent
the research is cumulative and innovative; instead, there appear to
be both overlaps and repetitions.

It is, of course, natural that interest in PSM increases during
periods when the media landscape as a whole, and public service
in particular, is undergoing change. The commercialisation of TV
and radio and the emergence of competition in a multi-channel
market at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s, for example, stimulated
a great deal of research. The same was true of the digitisation of
the media landscape in the 2010s. In the mid-2020s, we seem to
be in another period of change, with new technological challenges
(AI, platformisation) and increased political threats (media cap-
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ture, authoritarian social development, anti-media populism).
Perhaps this will once again stimulate renewed research interest
in PSM?

Furthermore, research in Sweden and Europe is highly
dependent on external funding. Change and social transforma-
tion give public service the relevance needed to obtain funding for
research projects. But there may also be other external forces
driving research interest in the field. In Sweden, for example, the
Swedish Broadcasting Foundation (Stiftelsen Etermedierna i
Sverige which conducted research from 1993 to 2013) has long
been a significant player. The foundation was formed on the
initiative of the program companies (SVT, SR, and UR) and
received co-financing from a number of external financiers,
including the Swedish business community. The research con-
ducted within the framework of this project was mainly institu-
tional history, which has had a significant impact on the develop-
ment of knowledge about PSM in our country.

Finally, it is clear that the conditions for PSM and how this
form of media is designed and operated vary between different
countries — and so do the conditions for research. This sometimes
means that lessons and knowledge cannot always be translated
between different national contexts — but sometimes it also means
that there is knowledge that could be applied to Swedish con-
ditions without the need for new studies. Another aspect that
makes it difficult to know whether the Swedish Public Service
Committee’s claim about a lack of knowledge is correct or not is
that research on public service is conducted in different areas and
fields, and that issues relating to PSM are also addressed in more
general media studies research that does not claim to be primarily
“public service research.”

In other words, there is a need for research reviews that provide
an overview of the current state of knowledge.

One important contribution in this regard was Nordicom’s pub-
lication Public Service: en svensk kunskapsioversikt (Public Service:
a Swedish knowledge overview), which was published in 2022. This

11
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publication was based on six specific questions and sought to
summarize the collective research responses to these questions.
These questions concerned impartiality; trust; effects on citizens’
knowledge; the distinctive nature of public- -service journalism;
citizens’ attitudes toward public service; and whether or not
public service is a threat to the digital business model of the press.

With this report, our ambition is to add another piece to the
puzzle of the overall picture of the state of knowledge about PSM.
In this research overview, we have taken a broader approach and
analyzed all scientific articles published in reputable scientific
journals during the period 1998 to 2024 that explicitly addressed
the issue of PSM.

12



Purpose, questions, and method of the report

In this section, we present the purpose of the report and how the
study was conducted. The next chapter presents the results of the
research review and we go through the three research questions in
order. This is followed by a discussion chapter with an in-depth
look at some of the themes addressed in research on PSM. These
themes are also contextualized through other available research
that does not specifically address PSM, but media systems in
relation to democratic practices and institutions more generally.
Section four presents the conclusions. The report ends with
suggestions for future research in the field.

The analysis is guided by the following three research questions:

1: When and where is research on PSM conducted and published?
This question addresses the geography of PSM research: where is
it conducted and where is it published? Are there patterns in
where such research is conducted, and can trends be seen in when
interest in PSM research has been greater or lesser?

2: How does research operationalize PSM?

This question focuses on how PSM is defined in research, what
methods are used, what levels of analysis are applied, and what
genres are studied in PSM research.

3: What themes are studied in PSM research?

This question addresses the themes that appear in articles over
time; what is the research about? Are certain themes more
explored than others? Are certain themes completely absent?

To examine international research on PSM, searches were con-
ducted in the Scopus and Web of Science databases for scientific

13
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articles, without time restrictions, using the following search
terms: “public service” AND “media.” The search identified 602
articles in Scopus and 371 articles in Web of Science, giving a total
of 973 articles that were compiled into a joint database. The
corpus was then cleaned of duplicates and reviewed for relevance,
resulting in a final database of 275 articles. An article was deemed
irrelevant if it did not contain the term “public service” in the title,
abstract, or keywords, if public service was not mentioned in the
body text, or if the study clearly did not deal with PSM.

The review thus applies a broad selection strategy in order to
include existing research on PSM and capture different types of
studies, both national and international. At the same time, we are
aware that the combination of the search terms “public service”
and “media” carries a risk of excluding studies on public service
that instead use other markers and terminology, such as journal-
ism or news, that could still have relevance for PSM as a field.

Another important limitation of this research review is that
much research on PSM is not published in scientific journals.
Monographs and edited volumes have been important arenas for
PSM researchers, something that falls completely outside the
scope of this research review. This is a clear limitation, but at the
same time it is reasonable to assume that the research published
in established scientific journals in the field provides a reasonably
accurate picture of the research on an overall level and that it does
not differ too much (in terms of themes, operationalizations, and
definitions) from research published in other ways.

The data material was systematically analyzed using quantita-
tive content analysis to highlight patterns and specific lines of
development in PSM research. A code book was developed and
pre-tested using established procedures for pilot coding and inter-
coder reliability. The code book comprised the following nine
categories:

o Country of empirical focus

o Country of first author
o Number of citations in Google Scholar

14
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o Level(s) of analysis
e Studied medium
o Studied genre(s)
e Thematic focus:
a) Populism, anti-media populism, politicization,
disinformation, and propaganda
b) Funding structure, media policy, and regulation
c) Trust, distrust, audience, and reception
d) Public values
e) Digitization, technology, platforms, convergence,
streaming, and distribution
e Method(s) used
e Definition of public service

The predefined thematic categories in the codebook are motivated
by the ambition to cover a broad spectrum of research orienta-
tions within the public service field. However, to counteract the
risk of overly deductive control of the analysis, open responses
were allowed in the coding in cases where other themes were
identified.

15






Results

The results are presented in relation to the three overarching
research questions. The subsequent discussion points to possible
future research directions based on the overall contours of what
we already know.

When and where is research on PSM conducted
and published?

Regarding the first question about development over time, the
literature review shows that research on PSM has been published
from 1998 to 2024, with a clear increase over time, culminating in
2024. This year shows the largest number of published studies (52
articles out of a total of 275 in the corpus). This can be compared
with the period up to 2013, when the number of articles published
did not exceed ten per year (see Figure 1 for an overview).

The fact that there are no publications on public service before
1998 does not, of course, mean that research began at that point
in time. In all likelihood, this reflects a more general development
in the publication landscape: which channels for scientific pub-
lications researchers choose and which journals are indexed in
Scopus and Web of Science at different points in time. As
mentioned in the preface, a great deal of research on PSM was
conducted in the Nordic countries, addressing commercialization
and the transition to a multi-channel system, research that was
published in the late 1990s and early 2000s (see, for example, Edin
2000; Jonsson 2004).

17
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Figure 1: Publications on PSM over time
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However, the results from the publication geography say more
about the research itself: a total of 36 different countries are
explicitly mentioned as subjects of study. Of these, three countries
are the focus of more than ten articles each (see Table 1), with the
United Kingdom dominating with 24 articles, in line with a
general emphasis on Western European countries. If the article
has a regional focus rather than a specific country, Europe domi-
nates with 39 articles. In 47 of the articles, neither a specific
country nor a region is mentioned, as these instead constitute
theoretical or conceptual contributions.

Table 1: Country/region studied

Country/Region Number of articles
EU 39
United Kingdom 24
Spain 17
Denmark 11

18

2023 I

2024 I



PURPOSE, QUESTIONS, AND METHOD OF THE REPORT

Similarly, European dominance can also be seen when the first
author’s country is taken into account (Table 2), with Spain (54
articles) and the United Kingdom (44 articles) dominating
authorship. With the exception of Australia, which breaks the
pattern with 18 articles, seven European countries together
account for 186 articles (68 percent of the sample). In addition,
the analysis of the number of citations in Google Scholar per
country (based on the first author’s country of residence) (Figure
2) shows a clear European dominance, again with Australia as the
only clear exception.

Table 2: Author’s country of residence

Author’s country of residence Number of articles
Spain 54
United Kingdom 44
Germany 25
Belgium 20
Australia 18
Denmark 15
Norway 10

The overview shows a fragmented publishing landscape with a
total of 103 different scientific journals that have published
research on PSM. There is a clear emphasis on European journals,
with particular hubs in highly ranked journals (Table 3): European
Journal of Communication (25 published articles), Media, Culture
& Society (14 articles) and Journalism Studies (11 published arti-
cles), as well as an additional 11 published articles in the journal
Convergence. However, the journal Media International Australia
(13 published articles) once again represents a clear non-Euro-
pean hub for research on PSM.

19
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Figure 2: Citations per country
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The results say something about where PSM research is mainly

conducted, but again, these results are also to some extent a
reflection of more general trends. These results show not only
where actual research is conducted, but also what research (from

which countries) is given space in highly renowned scientific

journals, where factors such as the author’s native language and

the resources available to researchers for conducting research play

arole.

Table 3: Scientific journals that publish research on PSM

Journal

European Journal of Communication
Media, Culture & Society

Media International Australia
Journalism Studies

Convergence

20

Number of articles on
PSM

25
14
13
11
11
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How does the research operationalize PSM?

Study design

The analysis shows that research on PSM is dominated (74
percent) by studies in which media policy constitutes the level of
analysis. This is followed by content (57 percent), media eco-
nomics (42 percent), and audience (21 percent), and to a lesser
extent production (5 percent) (Figure 3). Surprisingly, studies
where distribution aspects constitute the level of analysis are
almost non-existent (1 percent).

Figure 3: What is studied in relation to PSM in the articles

74
57
42
21
B .
o !

Policy Contents Economy  Audience Production Distribution

One-third of the articles (97 articles) do not specify a particular
medium, which means that the specific characteristics of tele-
vision, radio, and digital media are not explicitly addressed. The
overview also shows that when a medium is specified, digital
media dominates (91 articles), followed by television (68 articles).
Given the increased use of podcasts over the past decade — which
has given radio greater significance in many people’s everyday
lives - it is remarkable that radio is largely absent from the
research. Only 11 articles deal with radio.

21
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In terms of specific genres studied (Figure 4), it is clear that
news journalism attracts by far the most scientific attention (81
percent), followed by documentaries (6 percent), sports (6 per-
cent), entertainment (5 percent), fiction/drama (4 percent), and
film (1 percent). The dominance of news journalism is not sur-
prising in itself, as the concept of PSM is often associated with the
journalistic mission of providing the public with important social
information. At the same time, as discussed below, the concept of
news itself could be allowed to encompass more nuances than has
been the case to date, in light of broader empirical and theoretical
developments in media research.

Figure 4: Genre in focus in the articles (if any)
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Methods used

With regard to the methods used, it should first be noted that
methods are not specified in more than one third of the corpus.
Research on PSM should therefore be understood as largely
theoretical and conceptually driven, with researchers often con-
tributing to discussions about the role and challenges of PSM at a
general level. In cases where methods are actually reported (see

22
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Figure 5), qualitative document analysis (of, for example, policy
and steering documents rather than content) dominates (63
percent), followed by interviews and observations (32 percent)
and comparative analyses (22 percent).

Figure 5: Methods used in the articles (if any specified)
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What themes are studied in PSM research?

The vast majority of the articles analyzed have 3-10 keywords
defined by the author. When these keywords are analyzed, they
reveal a certain degree of fragmentation in PSM research, with few
dominant terms (occurring more than ten times).

As shown in Table 4 below, the keywords media policy and
social media are at the top of the list, in line with the overall results
on dominant levels of analysis (media policy) and the most
commonly studied medium (social media).'

! The table has been cleared of the terms “public service media” (238 times),
“public service broadcasting” (49 times), “public broadcasting” (12 times), “public
service” (12 times), “public media” (12 times), and “PSM” (10 times).
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Similarly, the thematic analysis shows that trust, disinforma-
tion, public values, and other audience-related aspects are signi-
ficantly less represented than policy issues and perspectives on
digitalization (such as innovation, algorithms, etc.).

Table 4: Keywords in the articles

Keywords Frequency
Media policy 47
Journalism 28
Social media 26
Innovation 26
BBC 26
Europe 17
Television 17
Media regulation 13
Platforms 13
Algorithms 13
Internet 12
Diversity 12
Comparative analysis 11
Comparative research 10
Digital media 10

When the analysis moves from individual keywords to more
general qualitative themes, the overview (Table 5) shows how
financing, media policy, and regulation (104 articles) as well as
digitization, platforms, and streaming (80 articles) dominate the
thematic focus within the research field. This is followed by trust,
audience and reception (22 articles), populism, politicisation and
disinformation (22 articles) and public values (14 articles). The
results show that digitization-related aspects have clearly
increased since 2018, while the latter three thematic areas appear
relatively late, first around 2012 and 2013.

24
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Table 5: Themes in the articles

Theme Number of articles
Funding, media policy, regulation 104

Digitization, platforms, and streaming 80

Trust, mistrust, audiences, and usage 22

Populism, politicization, and 22

disinformation

Public values 14

25







Discussion

In the following discussion section, we take an in-depth look at
the material by presenting the most important themes that have
been studied and a close reading of selected studies that have had
a particular impact in terms of citations in the field.

A predominance of studies on media policy,
regulation, and financing

The majority of the articles reviewed concern the issue of media
policy, regulation, and financing. Research in this area is
multifaceted, but some trends can be discerned. Public service is
often discussed in this material as part of or synonymous with
post-war media policy more generally. This is expressed, for
example, in the article by van Cuilenberg & McQuail from 2003.
There, the authors discuss various “regulatory paradigms” that, at
a general level, set limits and guided thinking in the field of media
policy. The “paradigm” that they believe emerged after World
War II and ceased to exist sometime in the 1980s is characterized
by a “social responsibility ideology” in which public service - as
an idea and concept - is central. Within this perspective, media
and communication policy proposals and measures were con-
sidered legitimate when they influenced the media market for
social purposes and in a democratic spirit.

In addition to this historical overview of public service at the
macro level, another significant part of the material examined
consists of studies that investigate how regulation has influenced
- and has been influenced by - digitalisation. Hallvard Moe
(2008) for example conducted a comparative study of Western
European countries with mainly publicly funded PSMs, with the
aim of investigating how the internet was handled and how
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different regulatory frameworks affected new activities in a digital
media system. In the concluding discussion, policymakers are
urged to recognize that Internet-based activities not only extend
traditional public service, but also represent “special forms of
communication” (p. 235) that require special regulation.

When it comes to funding, Lowe and Berg’s study (2013) is one
of the most cited studies. They provide an overview over different
funding models and how specific forms of funding - such as
license fees, direct subsidies, subscriptions, and advertising -
affect how media companies prioritize their strategic work. More
recent studies relate the issue of public funding to ongoing social
debates in Europe, where the value and raison d’étre of PSMs are
being questioned in countries such as the UK, Germany, and
France in light of increasingly strong populist discourses (e.g.,
Holtz-Bacha 2021). Sehl (2023) examines factors that limit or
promote the willingness to pay for PSMs. The study shows that
people’s assessments of the quality of PSMs’ information dis-
semination, as well as assumptions about state influence over
reporting, have a significant influence on willingness to pay and
perceptions of the usefulness and value of PSMs, respectively.

A sharp increase in studies on digitization,
streaming, and platforms

The second dominant theme in the material examined concerns
issues relating to digitization, streaming, and platform-related
aspects. As expected, the majority of these articles were published
during the latter part of the period examined. However, in the
early phase, there are research discussions on the consequences
for the quality of PSM of expanding into online formats (Trappel
2008). The article raised the question of whether it was necessary
and important for PSM to establish itself in the digital media
landscape, or whether this expansion risked exposing the business
to market pressures in competition with private actors. In this
context, Trappel (2008) compared the online initiatives of public
service companies and the press in Switzerland, Germany, and
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Austria. The expansion into online formats was surrounded by
hopes of increased diversity. However, the results showed that
online media generally did not live up to these expectations.

The discussion about diversity ties in with earlier arguments
about moving beyond the one-sidedness and asymmetry of TV
and radio media (one transmitter and many receivers) and
opening up to more voices in the public sphere through increased
online participation. Based on normative theories of democracy,
Moe (2008) contributed to the political-philosophical discussion
on how PSMs’ expansion online could not only fulfill their
mission of contributing to better-informed citizens, but also
enable increased participation and dialogue in the public sphere.
The material examined shows a great deal of interest in this
expansion, in which PSMs transformed both themselves and the
media landscape they entered.

During the 2010s, academic journals served as arenas for
discussions on how this development should best be imple-
mented. Hopes and fears about audience participation and the
transformation of the public sphere were expressed in both
hopeful and more skeptical terms, such as when losifidis (2011:
620) points out that “open participation on the internet can
become chaotic.”

In contrast to the idea of digital media as an enabler of a more
conversation-based and shared public sphere, researchers have
also grappled with the emergence of increased personalisation
strategies and their implications for PSM and its claim to uni-
versalism (cf. e.g. Sunstein 2007, which is not included in our
corpus). Technological advances such as broadband and smart-
phones enable on-demand content, while the development of so-
called ‘big data’ and news algorithms is used to target content to
specific audiences. In this context, Van den Bulck and Moe (2017)
examined how increased personalization affects the core values of
PSMs, with universalism at the center. Using a stratified selection
strategy, they studied how public service institutions internation-
ally are dealing with these changes and what rationales lie behind
their choices. The study showed that while most PSMs use algo-
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rithmic personalization to strive for universality in new forms, the
view of technology as a means to an end affects how universality
is interpreted.

In connection with the overall terminological shift from “pub-
lic service broadcasting” to “public service media”, the discussion
on platformisation becomes more prominent in the latter part of
the study period (from around 2015 onwards). This coincides
with researchers drawing attention to the increased importance of
social media and how PSMs are adapting their content to these
environments (Stollfufl 2024). Through document analysis of
strategy documents from public service companies in Flanders,
the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and Ireland, Donders
(2019) examines how public service media positions itself as a
distinct public media in an era of platform power, where the
uniqueness of public service is no longer self-evident. The results
show that the organizations have not developed clear distribution
strategies, despite the fact that increasingly varied content is being
distributed online. Donders highlights the radically different
conditions for strategic work with public service content in
platform-based environments, depending on the degree of com-
mercial and public funding.

Late attention to trust, mistrust, audience,
and reception

The material examined shows that it was not until 2013 that the
first article with a specific focus on the relationship between pub-
lic service and its audience was published. In this study, Bruun
(2013) examines how the industry conceptualizes the audience in
the development of political talk shows in Denmark and other
countries at this time. Bruun argues that these program formats
are based on audience understandings that actualize the ambition
to offer more relevant content - at least for certain segments of
the audience, where, for example, there are sociodemographic
similarities between journalists and the audience, a recurring
theme in the field of research.
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During the first decade of the 2000s, a central question was
whether audience participation should be integrated into PSM as
a way of including citizens in political debates and thereby
counteracting growing political distrust. As the discourse
encouraged PSM to follow this development, Van Haeght (2018)
called for research on the actual implementation and value of
audience participation. Through interviews with participants in a
participatory radio project within Belgian public service, as well
as with listeners who did not participate, the study showed that
participants felt that their suggestions were not taken seriously
enough, but that feasibility and broadcastability weighed more
heavily in the selection process.

The latter part of the material includes research that places
PSM in the context of rising right-wing radical populism in
Western democracies, where distrust of public service is a central
feature (Schultz et al. 2020). By combining survey data on media
attitudes and support for right-wing populist parties, and through
comparisons between Austria, Germany, and Sweden, Sehl et al.
(2020) conclude that the traditional right-left dimension is no
longer as clear-cut. It is challenged by the politically mixed nature
of populism ( ), which disrupts the PSM’s role as a facilitator of
national dialogues on political diversity. As a result, the authors
call on PSMs to integrate populist perspectives into the range of
opinions they offer — but only, and this is key, as long as these
perspectives are democratic and respect human rights and
democratic institutions, including the media itself (Sehl et al.
2020: 18). The aim is to win over online audiences and not lose
them to increasingly radical alternative media, without aban-
doning the traditional public service mission. This reasoning ties
in with the broader meta-discussion on how populist movements
should be treated and referred to in an objective and accurate
manner in the media.
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A limited focus on politicization,
disinformation, and populism

The first scientific article in the material was published in 1998
and is a theoretical contribution on media pluralism in connec-
tion with democratic transition processes in Cameroon. In it,
Fombad (1998) discusses the difficulties in media democratiza-
tion processes and argues that systems for media freedom must be
accompanied by progressive legislation, rather than regressive
political countermeasures, so as not to reduce the ideal of media
freedom to mere rhetoric. In line with the general European focus
of the corpus, however, research on politicization and populism
focuses more on potential threats to established, strong
democracies, with a particular focus on the media.

A democratic task for the press has always been to counter false
information and rumor-mongering, and Horowitz et al. (2022)
discuss in particular the suitability of PSMs in the fight against
disinformation. Through illustrative analyses of PSMs in the
Czech Republic, Finland, Spain, and the United Kingdom, the
authors present a framework for how PSMs can take on this task
in different contexts. The study takes as its starting point the
widely recognized concern about the spread of false information
in today’s media landscape and formulates normative proposals
on how PSM in particular can contribute. The authors emphasize
that politically, editorially, and financially independent PSM, in
collaboration with fact-checking organizations, can be a crucial
tool in the fight against disinformation. At the same time,
Horowitz et al. (2022) show that PSM in the four countries studied
do not explicitly profile themselves as the primary counterforce to
disinformation, even though public service broadcasting served as
a reliable source of information during the initial phase of the
COVID-19 pandemic (EBU 2020).

Another recently highlighted focus area in PSM research
concerns the relationship between politicians and the media in the
form of political media criticism - a theme described in the intro-
duction as a return of the constant conflict surrounding the forms
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and methods of journalism. In their study of Swedish MPs’ active
Twitter accounts during the 2018 election, Ekman and Widholm
(2023) show that political media criticism is primarily a right-
wing activity, although it is not limited to populist parties. The
results further show that Swedish Television and Swedish Radio,
as well as other non-commercial media, are the main targets of
this criticism in Sweden (see also Liminga and Strombick 2023).
The authors point to PSM’s strong focus on hard political news
and policy issues in Europe (Esser et al. 2012) as one explanatory
factor. These issues recur in the concluding discussion, which
highlights the need for research on how such mechanisms affect
journalists’ everyday work.

(A few) in-depth perspectives on public values

Only 14 articles in the material focus primarily on what is referred
to here as public values, including issues concerning the social
role, function, and significance of PSMs. Researchers have, for
example, studied participation from these perspectives. Vaccari
and Valeriani (2018) analyzed the relationship between consump-
tion of politics via television and simultaneous activities on social
media - such as reading and writing — and political participation.
Their comparative study of Denmark, Germany, Greece, Italy,
Poland, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the United States shows
a particularly strong correlation in countries with strong public
service companies. The authors therefore propose this form of
“dual screening” as a tool to enable PSMs to fulfill their core
missions. At the same time, they highlight challenges linked to
high levels of civic activity on social media, where exposure to
misinformation can occur in parallel with increased participation.
This relates to the broader discussion of misinformation, disin-
formation, and fake news (Broda and Stromback 2024).

Reviglio (2019) explicitly problematises the role of PSMs in the
digital era, focusing on how values such as content quality and
diversity can be maintained. Based on information architecture
and nudging theory, the author argues for the potential of so-
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called metadesign, where the digital environment is redesigned to
continue to inform and educate users in new ways.

Moss and Edwards (2025) address the public legitimization of
PSMs by examining deliberative processes in which the public is
given influence over the governance of PSMs. The authors argue
that, from a democratic perspective, it is justified to include the
public’s views on the goals and activities of these institutions.
They take as their starting point the contested situation of PSM in
the UK and conclude that:

As critics of public media continue to push for it to be reduced, if
not eradicated entirely, ensuring it is justified to the public is not
just a normative aspiration but an increasingly existential matter.
(Moss and Edwards 2025, pp. 334-335).

This is particularly relevant in light of the fact that PSM, with its
lofty claims to define what is important and meaningful to the
public (cf. e.g. Schudson 1995, which is not included in our
corpus), is today a central target of populist criticism. As Holtz-
Bacha (2021) puts it: “the attacks on public service broadcasting
are shaking the foundations of Western European media systems
and threatening an important pillar of democracy” (p. 222).
Against this backdrop, several researchers point to the need for to
further strengthen transparency and the opportunity for citizens
to discuss and influence the development of these institutions.
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When and where is research on PSM conducted and published?
As we have shown above, there is a general increase in scientific
publications on PSM, with 2024 being the year with the most
studies, with 52 published articles. There is a clear Western
European dominance in terms of authorship, the geographical
focus of the studies, cited works, and the journals in which the
research is published.

How does the research operationalize PSM?

International public service research focuses primarily on digital
media and digitization, while one-third of the articles do not
specify a particular medium. The material examined shows a clear
dominance of studies that examine the genre of news journalism.
In terms of methods, the results show a clear dominance of
qualitative document analysis, followed by interviews and obser-
vations, and comparative analyses. However, as previously noted,
more than one-third of the articles are conceptual and argumenta-
tive contributions without explicitly reporting methods. The
overview also shows that media policy attracts the most scientific
attention in terms of level of analysis.

What themes are studied in PSM research?

The overview shows that scientific attention is primarily focused
on funding, media policy and regulation, as well as digitisation,
platforms and streaming. This is reflected both in the categorisa-
tion of themes and in keyword frequencies. The results also show
that while financing, media policy, and regulation tend to domi-
nate over time, the category of digitization, platforms, and stream-
ing increases in the more recently published articles in the
material. Furthermore, it appears that research on trust, audience,
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populism, politicization, disinformation, and public values is not
yet a particularly high priority in public service research.
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Future research

In the remainder of this report, we will identify and argue for three
overarching research directions for the future by integrating a)
clear and urgent knowledge gaps that emerge in the literature
review, b) important scientific advances in media and communi-
cation studies in general, and ¢) contemporary social discourses
and trends concerning media and public service.

Looking at the report’s conclusions, two clear research gaps
emerge:

1. Analyses of Western European public service media
constitute the majority of what is published in the inter-
national research field. It can be noted that this is in line
with how media and communication studies as a
research subject is characterized by a Western European
and US-based bias. It is also most likely related to PSM’s
long tradition and strong position in Western Europe.
There are exceptions in the material studied, but the state
of knowledge is noticeably thin when it comes to
research on PSM outside Western Europe.

2. Another imbalance concerns the low number of studies
on distribution aspects. As digital technologies develop
and platforms continue to expand their content infra-
structures, we can most likely expect the issue of “public
service for all” to become increasingly acute in the com-
ing years. Research should therefore investigate how
public service content is distributed (or not), to whom,
and with what consequences.
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The meaning and value of “public service”

PSM is neither a given nor a static phenomenon. On the contrary,
it is a phenomenon and an idea or concept that is constantly
changing. It is therefore important to highlight the different
interpretations, conflicts, and applications that are contained in
the broad formulation of being “in the public service,” and how
this is expressed in different ways at different times and in dif-
ferent places. Qualitative studies that examine how people - the
public as well as the industry and those in power - create meaning
around PSM are clearly underrepresented in the material studied.

Today, in a European context, public service is considered to
be subject to increased scrutiny, with the European Commission
warning about the influence of political elites and the existence of
so-called “media capture.” How this is expressed within PSM
companies, their organizations, editorial offices, and among
individual employees and journalists does not seem to have been
studied to any significant extent (see Urbanikova 2021 for an
exception, on journalistic autonomy in Slovakia).

Similarly, PSMs - and research on them - are the subject of
intense public debate. However, research has paid little attention
to how these discussions — and conflicts (Carlson 2025) - are
expressed in daily work and in internal discussions about how
public service should be conducted: How do journalists deal with
political and social perceptions of what they should do? By
studying more and more varied empirical domains from this
perspective, research can build knowledge about more general
mechanisms for dealing with pressure and conflicts in the public
service field.

The material examined also shows a clear lack of studies on
how audiences interpret, experience, and perceive PSM. In an age
of constant and intense media flows, what does public service
mean to the audience and why? PSM has been shown to lead to
more informed citizens (Strombick and Shehata 2022) and
strengthen democracy (Neff & Pickard 2024), but with increasing
epistemic conflicts about what is important to know (Carlson
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2025) and growing populist discourses that undermine public
service as an idea, a central question arises: How do audiences
understand PSM today in relation to ongoing debates and con-
flicts?

Broadened media and genre perspective

One-third of the material studied does not mention any medium,
and the articles studied show a strong focus on theoretical and
more argumentative texts about public service as a social institu-
tion. However, if we look at which media are actually studied, it is
clear that the various media forms included in public service are
not examined to the same extent — for example, only eleven
articles deal with radio.

Similarly, different media genres receive varying degrees of
attention in PSM research. Journalism and news dominate the
material, while entertainment and drama are not given the same
attention. However, there are more dimensions to the very
foundation of PSM than informing and educating: as the BBC’s
first General Manager, John Reith, put it almost 100 years ago,
they should also “entertain” their audience. Future research on
PSM could therefore benefit from broadening its perspectives and
taking an interest in more media forms and genres in its studies
of PSM.

With regard to the study of news more specifically, the know-
ledge we already have about how different news genres constitute
specific epistemic environments with different claims to meaning
and knowledge could enrich future studies (Ekstrom and
Westlund 2019). This can be achieved by not equating all forms
of news with a single genre. Recent research in the broader field
of media studies emphasizes that news as an empirical concept is
in itself displaced and unclear in today’s multifaceted media
landscape, where young adults do not have a conventional under-
standing of news (Bengtsson and Johansson 2024).
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PSM and democracy

In much of the material, PSM is linked to discussions of
democracy, where PSM is defined - implicitly or explicitly - as
being of central importance to the survival and development of
democracy. While this is a recurring theme in the material, it is
also characterized by a certain vagueness. Here, PSM research
should conceptualize and empirically examine the relationship
between democracy and PSM in greater depth.

Research could also be more explicit about the exact demo-
cratic consequences that can (should) be expected as a result of
PSM. These are likely to vary, especially if the empirical domain is
extended to more countries: what does this mean in different
contexts? What normative grounds and assumptions does the
research start from and relate its results to? What does parti-
cipation, engagement — or even information — mean in practice?

Dahlgren (2009) proposes the concept of civic agency as an
expression of people’s ability to see themselves as participants,
and encourages research to investigate what type of media and
content allows such civic life to flourish. In this context, PSM
research could develop a deeper — both empirical and theoretical
- engagement in what it means for public service to claim to be
public service, both in terms of content and its consequences for
the audience. It would also contribute to the ongoing public
debate on whether PSM is fulfilling its mission and how this
mission should be formulated.
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