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Abstract
Public service media (PSM) are in crisis throughout Europe. As a scenario for research, the two extremes of the background 
have been chosen: the first, BBC, is at the heart of media system, has become a model for the others and has just finished 
the particularly delicate challenge of renewal the fundamental law that is to rule over the next ten years; the second is on 
the periphery of public television, and in the extreme circumstances in Spain that have driven some of the television corpo-
rations to extinction, such as Canal 9 -Radiotelevisió Valenciana (RTVV). Using a method based on the use of semi-structured 
interviews and Delphi, the conception of these media models among their respective audiences is explored. 
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Resumen
Los medios de comunicación públicos están en crisis en toda Europa. Como escenario de la investigación, han sido elegidos 
dos extremos: el primero está en el corazón del sistema mediático, con la BBC que se ha convertido en modelo para el resto, 
y que acaba de terminar su particular reto de renovar la ley fundamental que va a regirla durante los próximos once años; el 
segundo está en la periferia de la television pública, en unas circunstancias extremas en España que han llevado a algunas 
corporaciones a la extinción, como en el caso de Canal 9 - Radiotelevisió Valenciana (RTVV). Utilizando entrevistas semies-
tructuradas y Delphi, exploraremos estos modelos mediáticos entre sus respectivas audiencias.
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1. Introduction. A model in crisis
The context of this study is a public system of television that 
is in crisis. According to Richeri (1994), television corpora-
tions are being hit in three ways: a crisis of legitimacy, of 
financing, and of identity. Moreover, the recession extends 
from traditional television to multimedia platforms. What 
has come to be known as the transition from public service 
broadcasting (PSB) to public service media (PSM) has not 
exactly alleviated the situation: there exists strong pressure 
to downsize PSM organizations, limit investment options, 
and restrict online and digital operations (Lowe; Steemers, 
2012). The danger has spread across Europe, where throu-
ghout the last century this form of media organization has 
become generalized and standard for the continent. 

“The visibility and sustainability of national players, and 
therefore the national audiovisual industry, is endange-
red.” (EBU, 2015, p. 7). 

Others believe the problem is to be found in the origins of 
public television:

“PSBs in this country [UK] have paid a price for their sta-
te-sponsored privileges. That price has been their free-
dom.” (Murdoch quoted in Barnett, 2011, p. 11). 

But the historic process of the creation of European state 
media can be told very differently:  

“In England, France and Germany, the media were or-
ganized as public or semi-public corporations because, 
otherwise, their public function would not have been 
sufficiently protected against their private-capitalist 
function” (Habermas, 1989, p. 215). 

Although the cradle of public television is without a doubt 
to be found in Western Europe (Steemers, 1998), stemming 
from the original BBC, the model spread to all the confines 
of the continent. Indeed, the crisis has taken shape in the-
se peripheries—for example, two closures in 2013 inclu-
ding one of a Greek television corporation and another of 
regional Radiotelevisió Valenciana. Although there are few 
references in the specialized academic bibliography about 
public television, some authors have highlighted closures 
as attacks on media freedom (Tambini, 2016; Freedman, 
2016b).

The general crisis and the fragmented digital market cast 
shadows on public TV (Debrett, 2014). In Spain, Maurizio 
Carlotti, the high-ranking executive linked to the Atresmedia 
group and educated in the shadow of Silvio Berlusconi, has 
a similar opinion: 

“A television, like it or not, is like a tavern, like a potato 
shop, like a factory... it has to make money. If you don’t 
make money, you’re weak; you can be blackmailed by 

power. If you make money, you can look anyone in the 
eye”1 (Díaz, 2006, p. 373).

Consequently, the economic crisis has led to, at minimum, a 
drop in the power of public television, if not to extreme cases 
of closure (Sehl; Cornia; Nielsen, 2016). However, faced with 
pessimists, the British regulatory body, Ofcom, has stated that 
the television crisis has been exaggerated, and that in spite of 
the general perception, the United Kingdom’s flagship news 
programs have upheld their share (Cushion, 2012). 

1.1. The renewal of the model in the United Kingdom

The BBC has not been indifferent to the crises, despite its 
intrinsic strength. The British broadcaster has been through 
many delicate moments throughout its history. In the past 
hundred years, there have been several controversies that 
stand out, such as the case of the radio on dealing with the 
strike of 1926, about which, for example, Schlesinger (1987) 
says that 

“there is ample evidence […] that the BBC simply did as 
the government asked”. 

Among the most significant crises face by the BBC was one 
that arose in the eighties and nineties when Margaret That-
cher was Prime Minister. In the economic sphere, the theo-
ries of Managerialism were applied to the BBC, just as they 
were to the rest of the country (Tracey, 2014). Under the 
management of John Birt, a thousand employees were laid 
off, which would have been unthinkable previously. During 
this difficult time with Birt, which has been explained ex-
ceptionally by Born (2004), various attempts were made at 
governmental manipulation. 
In spite of these and many other problems, various authors 
believe that the BBC now faces the most important challen-
ge in its history (Mair; Tait; Keeble, 2014). The multimedia 
conglomerate, which began in radio and later transitioned 
into a television corporation, has just renewed its Royal 
Charter, the fundamental law that regulates its model for 
the next eleven years. The renewal was due to be made af-
ter the Conservatives’ repeat victory with David Cameron, 
which set the alarm bells ringing. 

The referendum regarding the United Kingdom’s staying in 
the European Union or not was about to change the calen-

The crisis has taken shape from peri-
pheries: the closure of the Greek te-
levision corporation, and the regional 
Radiotelevisió Valenciana in 2013, have 
been two exemplary, extreme cases

http://www.diesl.com/tag/rtvv
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dar planned for renewal of the Royal Charter. A source at 
Westminster announced the White Paper, the government’s 
final proposal to amend this fundamental law of the BBC 
planned for the spring of 2016, was going to be delayed 
so that it would not interfere with the Brexit referendum 
(Martinson, 2016). In the end this was not the case, and this 
important document was presented. The schedule was ca-
rried out with the renowned British punctuality: in October 
the proposal was discussed in parliament, and the final legal 
text came into force on the 1st of January, 2017. 

Despite all of the predictions about minimizing the budget, 
the White Paper (Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 
2016) and the Royal Charter surprisingly kept the economic 
conditions enjoyed by the corporation to date. 

At least for the upcoming five years, the license fee shall be 
maintained and adjusted for inflation. The official text boasts 
that the BBC is the most well-financed public broadcaster in 
Europe, with ₤3.7 billion out of a total budget of 5 billion, 
which is inline with these propitious times for British national 
self-affirmation. Clearly, an adequate budget means powerful 
in-house production and jobs being maintained. 

As regards governance, the BBC Trust disappears, with su-
pervision of the broadcaster —including news programs and 
their independence- left in the hands of the external regula-
tor Ofcom. The prior study by Sir Clementi (2016) proposed 
that Ofcom should directly take on its functions (2016). Al-
though the measure was expected, it has not been without 
criticism (Freedman, 2016a). From now on there will only 
be a “unitary board in the BBC”, at least half of whose mem-
bers will be named by the BBC itself. 

Beyond other details of the renewal of BBC that are without 
a doubt important, as the presence of Audience councils 
(Azurmendi; Muñoz-Saldaña, 2016), there is an essential di-
chotomy in the proposals: a PSM on the rise or falling back. 
And it appears that the British government has decided that, 
for now, it is not the time to have less BBC. This is opposite 
current trends, not only in the British audiovisual system, 
but also in the European one. Perhaps the complicated po-
litical situation, with an European plebiscite, finally caused 
the downfall of Cameron and has made the UK reluctant to 
face political erosion by reducing something that, according 
to what the surveys have made perfectly clear, remains a 
symbol of greatness for the British (Department for Culture, 
Media and Sport, 2015). If there is still something the UK 
can be proud of in this period of crisis, the wisest political 
thing to do is to not touch it. 

1.2. The television crisis in Spain 

Meanwhile, RTVE in Spain has not managed to climb out of 
the hole it has been in for so many years. The body began 
in 1956 in the midst of the Franco regime as a propaganda 
instrument for the latter, but above all as a means to fos-

ter collective evasion (Rueda-Laffond; Chicharro-Merayo, 
2006). It is an impossible task to compare it with the trajec-
tory of the BBC. To illustrate the instability of RTVE, only a 
single number is necessary: from its conception until now, 
the corporation has had 29 general directors/presidents. At 
the BBC, there have been only 14.

The situation was not solved when democracy arrived, and 
the deficit of independence of radio and television from the 
government was maintained (Bustamante-Ramírez, 2013a; 
Palacio, 2012). That was until 2006, when there was signifi-
cant reinvestment in RTVE. Firstly, a labor force adjustment 
plan was implemented to reduce staff costs and balance the 
accounts, and the regulatory framework was overhauled in 
Spain. The creation of a new corporation in the image and 
likeness of the BBC left numerous debts, and its financing 
was trusted to a framework-mandate and a program-con-
tract. Furthermore, a short time afterwards the model of fi-
nancing was changed and advertising was ruled out of RTVE, 
a step clearly driven by the private television corporations 
(Azurmendi, 2007). The legal change, with new guaran-
tees that were intended to ensure pluralism (López-Olano, 
2015), was accompanied by a change in the management 
of the News Services, giving way to a new period of eight 
years in which credibility was recovered, achieving over 200 
awards and recognitions. 

However, with the political change in 2011 and the return 
of the Popular Party to government, the stability of public 
television was again eroded. In regards the budget, in spite 
of the guarantees presumably offered by the new legal fra-
mework, the RTVE Corporation again sunk into deficit: the 
successive cuts have again plunged it into financial suffoca-
tion. Moreover, the sharp fall in audience has meant it has 
lost its leadership to the competition of private channels, 
as Enrique Bustamante-Ramírez has denounced in various 
texts (Bustamante-Ramírez, 2013a, 2013b, 2014, 2015). 
As for the plurality and prestige of the news programs, the 
condemnations regarding manipulation and accusations of 
purges against independent journalists have led, for exam-
ple, to the News Board calling for the area chief, Julio So-
moano to resign (TVE, 2014). There have been studies that 
have shown a clearly tendentious and politicized focus of 
the news because RTVE began to be headed by a chairman 

http://www.hrreview.co.uk

Various authors believe that the BBC has 
now faced the most important challenge 
of its history
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appointed unilaterally by the government (Soengas-Pérez; 
Rodríguez-Vázquez, 2014). All of the scandalous cases of 
continual interference by the government in the plurality 
of RTVE did not stop the then acting president of Spain, 
Mariano Rajoy, who was in the middle of the electoral 
campaign, from appealing to all of the political parties to 
find a model of consensus similar to that of the BBC (La 
vanguardia, 2016) in order to achieve independence for 
public television, both in terms of its plurality (in news 
coverage) and finance. After the elections of June, 2016, 
in Spain, the perspective was not encouraging. The conti-
nuity of the Popular Party in government did not ensure 
that this proposal to imitate the BBC would become a real 
initiative to renew RTVE, which again has been on the edge 
of the abyss.

But it is not only RTVE that has problems. Spain has the most 
complicated regional audiovisual system in Europe (Richeri, 
2005) due to the duplication of autonomous regional struc-
tures stemming from the Transition (period of time from 
Franco’s dictatorship to democracy). The drop in audience 
has been the institutionalized norm in all cases since digital 
terrestrial television (DTT) took off, and the deficits are —
and always have been- rampant. Television stations with 25 
years of broadcasting behind them have had massive layo-
ffs, as with Telemadrid, or have directly shut down, as with 
Canal 9 RTVV. In regards the latter, after the political change 
in 2015, the Valencia government has been attempting to 
re-launch it, although for the time being there is no date for 
the service to resume.

2. Hypothesis and aims of the research
It is in this context of extended general crisis —whether 
exaggerated or not- in the public system of audiovisual me-
dia, that our investigation has been carried out. The main 
focus that concerns us is between the United Kingdom and 
Spain: the historical center of public service media, and the 
periphery of the system. We do not want to compare both 
public media systems, that is obviously an impossible mis-
sion. Within this atmosphere of change and renewal, we 
would like to point out the respective audiences’ differen-
ces in conception and reception, with a priori we believe to 

be considerable. The model of television corporations does 
not reside only in their managers, its owners, or the gover-
nments that maintain them, but in all of the stakeholders 
as a whole (Freeman; Harrison; Wicks, 2007). We are going 
to deal with how the diverse perspective of what is surely 
the most important of these interest groups, the audience, 
affects the final result. 

“Trust is at the center of the relationship with our au-
diences, a trust that must be earned each and every 
day” (EBU, 2012, p. 3). 

We shall verify the different trusts and expectations that are 
generated by public television in the two systems which, as 
we have seen, are at the extremes of media maturity. We 
also consider that what the public expects from a medium, 
ends up having an influence on what they receive in exchan-
ge for this level of trust/distrust. 

3. Method: Choice of corpus 
Our method of work is predominantly qualitative, based 
on carrying out semi-structured, in-depth individual inter-
views, asking oral questions about various matters related 
to considerations of public television, combined with our 
written questionnaire based on the social technology tool 
Delphi. The subjects chosen to take part formed two small 
but representative groups of young citizens within the po-
tential audience of the respective British and Spanish media 
systems, with similar circumstances in order to be able to 
suitably compare the results. The two different sets have 
these characteristics:

Spain: A panel made up of 26 volunteers —15 women and 
11 men- aged between 19 and 27, all of whom are university 
students. They are all Spanish. The interviews were conduc-
ted in March, 2016, on the University of Valencia campus.

United Kingdom: A panel made up of 22 volunteers —12 wo-
men and 10 men- aged between 18 and 35, all of whom are 
university students. All are residents in the United Kingdom, 
although six come from countries such as Ghana, Maurita-
nia, and Cyprus. The interviews were conducted in February, 
2016, on the University of Roehampton (London) campus. 

The age of the interviewees affects the results: it is amongst 
the youth that the audience of the BBC has fallen, a com-
mon and universal phenomenon for all television corpo-
rations. This is recognized by the BBC Trust (2014), which 
also believes there has been a failure to attract persons of 
foreign origin and minority ethnics, which were represented 
on the panel (with six individuals). This random presence of 
a high number of international students is explained by the 
idiosyncrasy of British universities, which is different from 
Spanish ones, f.e. 

To illustrate the instability of RTVE, a sin-
gle number is enough: from the begin-
ning until now, the corporation has had 
29 general directors/presidents. At the 
BBC, there have been only 14

http://www.rtve.es
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The video recordings of the interviews have been placed in a 
permanent location so they could be consulted and replica-
ted. For citations, a system based on a code of minutes and 
seconds (00:00) was chosen, which corresponded to the be-
ginning time of the interview of each of the volunteers. The 
university nature of the interviewees, as well as their youth, 
brings in a significant limitation as a representative sample, 
but we believe that this cross-section is interesting in that it 
is a sensitive group with a view to the future of the media.
https://goo.gl/dLVYqN
https://goo.gl/rrPddu
https://goo.gl/oznnkq

4. Results
The first of the questions in the in-depth interviews refe-
rred, in general, to what public television means to the in-
terviewee. The replies from the British emphasized its im-
portance, such as Charlotte D. (0:00): 

“I guess [the] BBC is the main social television in the UK, 
and they provide the most, what we consider the most 
important news and the most reliable programmes.” 

Also for Arin (0:00): 
“It represents my country.” 

Maria H. said it was a symbol and a portrait of British life. 

The initial evaluation of public television among Spanish 
youths was radically different. Practically nobody defended 
it, and some took a very tough line such as Tamara (00:04): 

“Simply, when I think of public television the truth is I 
think of rubbish and junk TV. There is nothing good I can 
say about the matter, to tell the truth. It’s a bit of a sha-
me… but that’s what I think.” 

Even so, many used the Spanish conditional to talk about 
what it should be, and not what it is. For example, Álvaro 
(0:00): 

“Public television, I don’t know, it’s a citizens’ right whe-
ther it’s at a regional or national level. I don’t know, it’s a 
task that should be within the welfare state for society.” 

In writing, the students were also invited to evaluate pu-
blic and private television in their respective countries on 
a scale of one (least quality) to 5 (most quality). Comparing 
the averages, we found what was to be expected: a better 
evaluation among the British than among the Spanish, but 
not as different as one may have thought after receiving the 
replies to the in-depth questions. 

In the comparison with private televisions, both samples 
give scores below the public ones. That said, in Spain the 
difference in quality perceived between one and the other 
is narrower.

News and public television

In the Delphi questionnaire, they were asked to put the qua-
lities that public television should have in order, from lower 
to greater. Extracting the mode —in other words the most 
repeated order number- we got the results shown in Table 2.

Without a doubt, having impartial, quality news programs 
was clearly considered to be the most important quality 
that public television should have, for both the British and 
Spanish panels. Further down there were educational pro-
grams, and accountability, which as a factor more emphasi-
zed by the Spanish than by the British. 

In the oral interviews, they were also asked about the most 
significant quality in public television. In the interviews with 
students at Roehampton, they emphasized offering a good 
service of unbiased news, which is something that the BBC 
is considered to be doing. 

Noemí E. (0:55): 
“BBC News is world-renowned, one of the best you can 
watch.” 

Helen C. (0:36): 
“A lot of people love to see the BBC to get information, 
because it is a kind of a reliable source.” 

And Paul C. (0:33): 
“It’s not biased, not highly influenced by any exterior 
forces.” 

In the replies to the same question asked orally in Spain, 
impartiality was also emphasized. However, it as done so 

British panel Spanish panel

Unbiased news 1 (×6) 1 (×11)

Quality news 2 (×9) 1 (×7)

Educational programs 3 (×6) 3 (×6)

Accountability 3 (×5) 2 (×6)

Transparency in administration 6 (×6) 5 (×5)

Sufficiently attractive programs 7 (×6) 7 (×9)

Non-commercial programs 7 (×5) 6 (×6)

British panel Spanish panel

Unbiased news 1 (×6) 1 (×11)

Quality news 2 (×9) 1 (×7)

Educational programs 3 (×6) 3 (×6)

Accountability 3 (×5) 2 (×6)

Transparency in administration 6 (×6) 5 (×5)

Sufficiently attractive programs 7 (×6) 7 (×9)

Non-commercial programs 7 (×5) 6 (×6)

Table 2. Public TV qualities

British panel Spanish panel

Evaluation of public television 3.80 2.70

Evaluation of private television 2.95 2.50

Table 1. Evaluation of public/private TV 

What the public expects from a medium, 
ends up having an influence on what 
they receive in exchange for this level of 
trust/distrust
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neutrally, without referring to the specific case of RTVE or 
autonomous regional channels, and they mentioned that it 
as not met. 

Patricia (0:28): 
“Well, above all, what they say should not be conditio-
ned by anybody. It should all be objective and not in fa-
vor of anybody.” 

And Borja (0:30): 
“The top quality… that the news programs should be im-
partial; currently I believe they aren’t.” 

In the questionnaire, the questions were restricted to only 
two options: whether they believed the respective public 
televisions were independent of the government or not. In 
the case of Spain the questions were duplicated, specifying 
with respect to RTVE on a national level, and on an autono-
mous regional level corresponding to the geographical area, 
the now extinct RTVV (Table 3).

With the result devoid of nuances created by this question, 
we found that among the students in the United Kingdom 
the majority believed that the news programs were depen-
dent, in spite of their open questions defending their ob-
jectivity and quality in general terms. Among the Spanish 
students, the reply was completely resounding. 

4.1. Pride and public television: Reactions to closure 
or hypothetical closure

One of the last questions in the semi-structured interview re-
ferred to whether the respective public television was some-
thing about which one may feel proud. Among the British, in 
spite of some reticence, almost all agreed, and said yes. 

Charlotte (1:31): 
“I mean, proud of, yeah, I mean, they’ve made mistakes 
about them, but a lot of people make mistakes so, based 
on my own experience, they do a pretty good job.” 

Daniel L. (3:04): 
“it’s full of a lot of programs that are quite popular, so I 
guess people could be proud of it.”

The foreign students, though they are resident in the United 
Kingdom, are those who are clearest, most certainly due to 
the contrast with their countries of origin. 

Charalampia (1:15): 
“I am not British, but if I was I would be proud of [the] 
BBC, yeah!”

The appeal to this sense of pride also works, though minima-
lly, among the Spanish students, in spite of all the criticisms. 

María (1:38): 
“More or less proud.” 

Antonio (1:37): 
“Yes, we can feel proud in general, but well, I’m going 
to make a little distinction: TVE is found lacking; it of-
ten commits the vice of not being impartial. And Canal 
9, I personally think not, but due to the matter of not 
respecting that impartiality […], but I do consider that 
we should have a Valencian public television to keep our 
culture alive, too”. 

But half of the interviewees opt for a resounding “no” as 
regards a feeling of pride, such as Juanjo M. (2:30): 

“No, not at all. It’s a shame.”

The last of the questions posed a hypothetical scenario of 
closure of the public television corporation. The proposal 
for one panel or the other is different, obviously, since it is 
unthinkable in a system such as the British one, whereas in 
the Spanish panorama and specifically in Valencia, it is a fact 
that was carried out over four years ago. For the students at 
Roehampton, in general it was unconceivable. 

Daniel L. (3:40): 
“I think people would be pretty annoyed, especially if 
they try to close it down and sell it off and privatize it.”

The Valencian students are more familiar with this real clo-
sure, obviously. In general, there was a negative evaluation 
about the disappearance, the reason for which was given at 
the time as the economic crisis. 

Naddia (1:53): 
“I think we deserve one [television] for us, one in our 
place, let’s say, and it should report on our things, our 
city.” 

Other interviewees understand the reasons, though they do 
not agree about the background. 

Antonio (3:14): 
“It seemed a bad decision to me, because it’s a shame 
that the voice of Valencia should be shut off.”

But even the most negative ones expressed the need to re-
cover the service, such as Ricardo Peris (3:40):

“What I’d like now, if there is money in future, would be 
for RTVV to be refounded.” 

5. Conclusions
What the young audiences expect from their respective 
media systems is very different. This is the main conclusion 

In Spain the attitude is nearly always un-
favorable. In general, there is no sense 
of pride, and although arguments are 
used to defend public television, neither 
the regional stations nor RTVE serve as 
an example

Independent of the 
government

Dependent on the
 government

BBC 9 13

RTVE 1 24

RTVV 1 25

Table 3. Evaluation of television corporations’ dependence 
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that we can draw from the results obtained in the investi-
gation. Pride for a wholly British cultural product still works 
as an argument among the students at Roehampton, even 
amongst the international students. On the other hand, in 
Spain the attitude was nearly always unfavorable. In gene-
ral, there was not a sense of pride, and although arguments 
were used to defend public television, neither the regio-
nal ones nor RTVE served as an example. The difference as 
more obvious in the written replies when they were forced 
to score the quality of public television compared to private. 
In this indicator, the British gave a higher score but not as 
much as one might expect. 

In the two panels, there was practically unanimity when 
underlining impartial news programs as the most important 
quality that must stand out in a public television corpora-
tion. In the interviews, the differences were again clear be-
tween the British —among whom despite critical voices, in 
general it was thought that good work was done at the BBC; 
and the Spanish- whose general opinion speaks of manipu-
lation and biased news. It was again interesting to compare 
here with the information provided via the questionnaire. 
Among the British, in spite of the oral opinion in general de-
fending the public television’s news programs, 13 conside-
red that they depended on the government, whereas only 9 
defended their independence. The results from the Spanish 
were more obvious: in keeping with what they stated in the 
interviews, practically all of them think that neither RTVE 
nor RTVV are or have been independent of the government.

As for the hypothetical scenario of closure of public televi-
sions, among the British this was improbable, whereas for 
the Spanish it corresponded to a real situation. Even so, in 
spite of the pessimism, the lack of trust, the lack of reasons 
for pride that until now have been provided by public televi-
sion in Spain, there was a general feeling of a need to reco-
ver a public television. It was thought that the values it was 
believed to have should be recovered, and that the service 
should be re-established for all citizens.

Notes
1. All translations from Spanish are author’s own.
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