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ABSTRACT

This chapter addresses a theoretical blind-spot around the societal contribution
of non-journalistic public service content, caused by the academic focus on public
service media’s (PSM) role in facilitating democratic public spheres. To broaden the
focus, I propose a lifeworld-based approach inspired by Habermas’s Legitimation
Crisis, as well as the differentiation of the economic and political system and the
communicatively structured lifeworld in The Theory of Communicative Action.
This basis enables a view of content universality as the precondition for PSM’s
contribution to integration, cultural reproduction, and sense-making processes
in society. The ideal of PSM as a connector of lifeworld horizons is proposed to
highlight their value and distinctiveness within a fragmented media market and
pluralised societies. Using the example of the BBC facing the potential transforma-
tion into a subscription service, I discuss the necessity, feasibility, and practical
challenges of PSM acting as connectors of lifeworld horizons.
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Introduction

John Reith’s “inform, educate, entertain” has been the holy trinity of the
public service remit pioneered by the BBC in Europe. Though there is debate
about how public service media (PSM) like the BBC should inform and edu-
cate, it is difficult to question the value of these missions to democratic society.
The societal value of publicly funded entertainment, however, is more difficult
to pin down and defend at a time when fiction and reality shows of consider-
able quality are in abundant supply from global streaming services, while PSM
face funding cuts. Even more urgently, the prevalence of subscription as the
gateway to audiovisual information, education, and entertainment challenges
the universal funding of PSM. Most prominent is the British government’s
proposition of transforming the BBC into a subscription service by 2027 — a
centenary after its launch as a licence-fee—funded public corporation. Such a
move will be a powerful signal to governments across Europe, renewing the
urgency to rethink the justification for universal funding of PSM.

While PSM’s contribution to democracy through its supply of news has
garnered substantial theorisation and empirical investigation (Donders, 2021)
and is commonly used in public defences of PSM like the Public Service
Media and Internet Manifesto (IAMCR, 2021), their contributions to other
aspects of society are less present. The broader public service ideal we are
concerned with here is content universality, that is, the idea that PSM shall
supply a mixed programme that encompasses all genres and has potential
appeal to all members of society. This broad understanding of public service
programming is an integral part of the remits of European PSM. As Brett
Mills (2018) pointed out, however, the justification of content universality
is a dimension of universal public service not sufficiently discussed by either
academics or (national) public service policy-makers and regulators. In fact,
the prevalence of democracy-focused arguments has led to the normalisation
of a hierarchy of public service genres that prioritises news and current affairs
over entertainment (Mills, 2018). Popular genres, also abundantly supplied
on the private market, have instead been met with much academic scepti-
cism as to their fit with public service ideals of rationality and enlightenment
(Biltereyst, 2004).

Their role in providing citizens with high-quality, trustworthy information
to facilitate democratic processes is an almost intuitive justification of PSM,
not only in the face of disinformation on social media platforms, but also
when we consider that popular private channels and globally operating sub-
scription video-on-demand (SVoD) services offer hardly any news or current
affairs coverage.! Yet, relying on the equation of public service and democracy
may ultimately pay a disservice to the justification of the broad range of con-
tent offered by PSM in Europe, because it risks reducing PSM to a service for
news, current affairs, and other forms undersupplied by the private market.?
Competition in popular entertainment forms is increasing. Netflix is making
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headlines with its large investments in original content in Europe (Dziadul,
2021), particularly in the region’s biggest markets (Afilipoaie et al., 2021).
When cumulating its investment in European fiction, it is amongst the national
commissions of BBC, ARD, ZDF, and France Télévision (Fontaine, 2022).

The spread of subscription models and the vast content catalogues of SVoD
services, plus their local investments, challenge the legitimacy of universal
funding as a necessary condition for supplying high quality content that
goes beyond information and education. In a publication of the Institute
of Economic Affairs, which has already been instrumental in the push for
subscription-funded public service broadcasting under the Peacock Com-
mittee (O’Malley, 2009), Philip Booth (2019) has argued in favour of a
subscription-funded BBC on several levels: Technologically, subscription has
done away with the problem of non-excludability previously used to justify
universal funding. Economically, he argued, the internationalisation of the
media market has made previously undersupplied genres financially sustain-
able. Politically, he proposed that the goal of sustaining domestic production
could just as well be achieved through other means of policy than publicly
funded media.

Such arguments challenge PSM to make the case for the value that a
publicly funded universal service brings to society and differentiates it from
what is offered by individual suppliers on the private market. Therefore, I
ask the following research questions:

RQ1. How can we theoretically conceptualise the societal contribution
of PSM’s universal content offer?

RQ2. Which ideals for a universal public service can be postulated to
meet the needs of contemporary societies?

RQ3. How can such ideals be put into practice in today’s media market
and political environment?

The Habermasian public sphere has been a dominant theoretical framework
for normatively assessing the contribution of PSM to society. It locates PSM’s
main function in facilitating rational deliberation as part of citizens’ political-
will formation. However, this equation of PSM and democracy does not eas-
ily stretch to genres of entertainment, which form an integral part of PSM’s
mixed programming. In this chapter, I seek to broaden the limited theoretical
view on the public value of content universality by discussing PSM’s role
in the maintenance and reproduction of societies’ lifeworlds. In the second
section of the chapter, I detail current challenges to the ideal of content uni-
versality in the context of global SVoD services expanding in Europe, and
national governments questioning public funding. In the third section, I use
Habermas’s Legitimation Crisis (1980) and The Theory of Communicative
Action (2005) to consider the public sphere within the broader context of
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the lifeworld. I do this for two reasons: First, it provides a framework for
understanding the position of PSM at the intersection of the political and
economic system and the cultural and communicative lifewworld, which allows
us to see problems for PSM’s legitimation emerging from this position. Sec-
ond, it allows for abstracting normative ideals for a public service that acts
as a connector of lifeworld horizons. In the fourth section of this chapter,
I sketch such normative perspectives on PSM’s contribution to societies’
lifeworlds, and in the fifth, I discuss the feasibility of PSM living up to this
ideal within the political, competitive, and economic constraints challenging
their legitimacy. Throughout the chapter, the BBC serves as an example for
the challenges to content universality. The BBC is a suitable case because
many of the issues faced by licence-fee-funded PSM are already visible in the
BBC’s current situation. In the context of economic downturn and inflation,
it faces a licence-fee freeze and intense competition from globally operating
services on local territory, and it is looking towards potential transformation
of the licence fee into a subscription. Many of these issues already affect or
can be expected to hit other European PSM, particularly if the abolition of
the licence fee in the UK moves forward.

Current debates about public service media’s
universality and public value

The European model of public service broadcasting is built on a broad remit
for PSM as providers of a universal service that addresses everyone within a
mostly nationally delimited society with a broad offer of content (see Hase-
brink, Chapter 4 in this volume). This means that PSM are more than a
mere counterweight to market failure, and their broad remit encompasses
several ideals of universality. Drawing on the Broadcasting Research Unit’s
(1986) definition of universality for PSM, Barbara Thomass (2020) distin-
guishes between universality in 1) access and reach, 2) genres and services,
3) relevance and impact, and 4) financing with attendant obligations. Par-
ticularly the latter point is of key relevance at a time when the licence fee or
other forms of public funding are challenged, since the legitimacy of funding
by the entirety of society depends on the availability and relevance of the
service to all. As charted in the RIPE@2019 volume (Savage et al., 2020),
the idea of public service broadcasting’s universality has been eroded by a
proliferation and fragmentation of services in the globalised and competi-
tive media market. While universality in reach is common to other public
services, universality in content offered is unique to broadcasting — and the
object of contest (Goodwin, 2020). Debate about content universality con-
cerns normative questions, including which ideals of taste, quality, value,
and choice should guide the content offers, as well as pragmatic questions
for programme makers concerning how to adequately reach diverse sets of
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audiences and meet their needs across genres. The cultural paternalism of
the early years of public service broadcasting (Scannell & Cardiff, 1991)
has given way to an acknowledgement of popular tastes and choice, but at
the same time exposed PSM to criticism (Biltereyst, 2004). More recently,
policy-makers and PSM have developed a greater awareness that the remit of
catering to everyone in society also requires the production of content that
serves minorities and diverse interests with the goal of integrating them into
broader society (Horsti, 2014).

With the rise of commercial competition, the question of how the broad
spread of PSM should be differentiated from the private offer became a key
concern of policy-makers, challenged with balancing the interests of private
actors with PSM’s contribution to society. In the British context, policy
discourse around PSM saw the rise of the concept of “public value” as the
measurable contribution to PSM to society through their reach, impact, qual-
ity, and “value for money” (Collins, 2007), which also spread across Europe
in the form of public value tests for new digital services (Donders & Moe,
2011). Another prominent discourse is that of PSM’s “distinctiveness” from
the offer of private media (Goddard, 2017), prevalently discussed in strategy
papers from the 2010s (BBC Trust & BBC, 2011). Both concepts set limits to
content universality in that they deem only offers that are distinct from that
of the private market to offer sufficient value to society to warrant public
funding. How to define distinctiveness and public value, however, is a mat-
ter of ongoing negotiation between governments, broadcasting institutions,
regulators, and ultimately the public.

Today, on-demand viewing, pay-per-view, or subscription models, and
their personalised services, challenge the very legitimacy of universality in
financing, reach, and content. The rise of pay-VoD services has accustomed
audiences to only paying for that which they intend to consume and to
expect a service adjusted to their individual interests and needs. The idea of
an opt-in subscription model, as proposed by the BBC Licence-Fee Abolition
Act (Bone, 2022), transfers this individualisation of media consumption to
PSM and effectively does away with universality in financing and reach, with
likely consequences for content universality as well as relevance and impact
across society.

The individualisation and personalisation of on-demand viewing has trig-
gered discussions about how public service algorithms could safeguard the
fulfilment of the universality remit (Van den Bulck & Moe, 2018; see also
Lassen & Serensen, Chapter § in this volume). The production boom com-
ing with the investment of globally operating SVoD services in Europe also
complicates the ideal of content universality, particularly in the British market,
where the BBC’s commissioning of original content worth GBP 1.2 billion
(BBC, 2021) is not far removed from Netflix’s spending of USD 1 billion
annually in the UK (Sweney, 2021). Across the EU, investment obligations
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and content quotas are imposed on global SVoD services, showcasing that
public service policy is indeed not the only way for sustaining local produc-
tion (Komorowski et al., 2021). These investments by global players in local
markets weaken the justification of public service as a necessary support for
the creative economy, and safeguard for the supply of domestic content across
all genres — particularly when combined with programme cuts in response
to PSM’s funding crisis.

Despite these challenges to content universality, the idea still permeates
public service policies. The Royal Charter’s public purposes, for example,
task the BBC to “provide high-quality output in many different genres and
across a range of services and platforms” which are “distinctive from those
provided elsewhere” and demands it to “ensure that it provides output and
services that meet the needs of the United Kingdom’s nations, regions and
communities” (British Government, 2016: §). These overall principles are
necessarily vague, and problems can emerge when they become operation-
alised by regulators like Ofcom, tasked with assessing the BBC’s fulfilment
of these purposes through measures like standardised audience surveys (e.g.,
Ofcom, 2021a). Those yardsticks for PSM performance, however, cannot
replace a more fundamental debate about the norms and ideals for publicly
funded universal contents’ contribution to society. The following section
traces how the normative debate about the contribution of PSM has come
into focus on their role in the democratic public sphere, and I explain how
this focus is ill-suited for a defence of content universality. I then discuss
how this narrow focus can be broadened by considering PSM’s role within
the lifeworld of a society.

From a public sphere to a lifeworld-based approach
to public service

The normative debate about the legitimacy of PSM in the UK has been
dominated by the ideal of the universal public sphere as the basis for delibe-
rative democracy ever since Habermas’s concept of the public sphere was
discovered by British academics (e.g., Garnham, 1983, 1986; Murdock, 1992)
and applied to PSM at a time where market deregulation and the ensuing
spread of private broadcast corporations threated its legitimacy. The public
sphere—inspired perspectives on the legitimacy of public service broadcast-
ing consider PSM as a facilitator of the debate and discussion culture that
is necessary for the public’s political-will formation in democratic societies.
Nicholas Garnham (1983, 1986) conceptualised public service broadcasters’
role in their contribution to shaping an open and egalitarian public sphere that
enables the nation’s democratic processes by facilitating rational deliberation.
Georgina Born (2006, 2018) returned to ideals of the public sphere when
scoping norms for PSM in the digital age. Such applications of public-sphere
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theory to PSM have also been critiqued based on the delayed reception of
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere in the Anglophone study of
(public service) media (Collins, 1993; Lunt & Livingstone, 2013). Moreover,
the Habermasian public sphere ideal itself has been critiqued in the light of
unequal and polarised societies (Fraser, 1990; Mouffe, 1999), which also
affects the application of public-sphere ideals to the case of public service
broadcasting. Elizabeth Jacka (2003), for example, criticised the orthodoxy of
the alignment of PSM and democracy by building on literature that questions
the existence and idealist status of an egalitarian and universal public sphere
(e.g., Mouffe, 1999). Jacka (2003) argued that private media also fulfil aims
that are supposedly unique to PSM and pointed out that the public-sphere
inspired defence of public service privileges journalism above all other, sup-
posedly lower, forms of content. Ultimately, Jacka used these arguments to
question the legitimacy of public service broadcasting altogether. But even if
one does not follow along to that conclusion, her critique raises an important
point: Equating public service broadcasting with the defence of democracy via
the Habermasian public sphere is problematic, because it rests on ultimately
unattainable and possibly outdated ideals and because it narrows our focus to
the legitimacy of news and current affairs. If we centre the discussion of the
legitimacy of PSM on just their role in facilitating a nation’s public sphere,
legitimising PSM entertainment or fiction becomes, at best, a stretch. In the
worst case, a democracy-focused justification of PSM can be turned into a
market-failure argument against universal public service, restricting PSM to
news and current affairs.

The concepts of the “cultural public sphere” (McGuigan, 2005) or “civic
cultures” (e.g., Dahlgren, 2009) have been used to capture the role of forms
of communication other than rational political deliberation in society. Both
are developments from Habermas’s idea that a “literary” public sphere had
formed the precondition for the emergence of a political public sphere, bring-
ing the public together in the first place and exercising its members in discus-
sion of shared topics. This instrumental function has also been applied to
PSM’s non-news content. Georgina Born (2018: 132) frames it as facilitating
“cultural citizenship”, which Karen Donders (2021) also uses to discuss PSM’s
function in nation-building and developing shared identities. The citizen-
ship frame, however, puts non-news content in the instrumental position of
providing the space and personal formation for participating in deliberative
democracy and thereby ultimately continues to look at entertainment, drama,
or popular talk shows through the lens of the public sphere. This is not to
say that these forms cannot contribute to debate within the public sphere and
play an essential role in the cultural formation of citizens, but rather, it is to
point out that this view limits us to a justification of popular entertainment
on PSM through their contribution to democracy. Moreover, the equation
between political and cultural citizenship contains a national frame, inade-
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quate for challenges of contemporary society resulting, for example, from
migration and globalisation (Fraser, 2014; for a more detailed discussion on
how PSM can facilitate transnational connections of national cultural spheres,
see Antoniazzi & Bengesser, 2022).

An alternative approach that allows us to address these shortcomings
of the cultural public sphere or cultural citizenship concepts as a basis for
PSM norms is, in fact, provided by Habermas’s later work, which has been
less thoroughly received and discussed in the British academic sphere (Lunt
& Livingstone, 2013). In Legitimation Crisis (1980) and the The Theory of
Communicative Action (2005), we find a broader perspective on the public
sphere that enables us to 1) understand why it has become increasingly dif-
ficult to legitimise public service broadcasting as a state intervention in the
media market, and 2) to think of PSM not merely as facilitators of a public
sphere, but as connectors of lifeworld horizons within and beyond diverse
national societies.

Habermas (2005: 124) defined the lifeworld as “a reservoir of taken-
for-granteds, of unshaken convictions that participants in communication
draw upon in cooperative processes of interpretation”. He characterised the
function of sense-making in the lifeworld as serving to “transmit and renew
cultural knowledge”, contributing to the social integration and solidarity of
a group, and aiding the formation of personal identities (Habermas, 2005:
137). Though building on Schiitz and Luckmann (1974), he criticised their
approach to the lifeworld for being too focused on individuals and their
perceptions, which makes it impossible to use the lifeworld concept for
sociological theorisation and empirical analysis beyond a reformulation of
trivial everyday knowledge and blinds it to external forces that impact human
actions and communication (Habermas, 2005). This criticism makes it clear
that Habermas’s use of the lifeworld concept goes beyond a phenomenology
of everyday life experience, and instead considers it as an element within the
broader workings of societies. But contrary to systems theory, Habermas
considers the lifeworld as more than another “cog in the system” of society.
He presents the boundaries between system and lifeworld as the following:

The subsystem of the economy and the bureaucratic state administration
are on the one side, while on the other side, we find private spheres of
life (connected with family, neighbourhood, voluntary associations) as
well as public spheres (for both private persons and citizens). (Habermas,

2005: 310)

Hence, Habermas locates the public sphere amidst the lifeworld, which also
contains everyday life within the various sub-communities of which individu-
als are part of. So, the first contribution of a lifeworld-based approach to
the question of public service legitimacy is that it enables us to see the public
sphere embedded within and not elevated or detached from the private sphere
of everyday life. The lifeworld becomes the horizon of attitudes, experiences,
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identity, and relationships that shape the interactions of individuals with the
world - political deliberation in the public sphere being just one of those
interactions. The other functions of the lifeworld include cultural reproduc-
tion, community building, and making sense of contemporary experience.
This broadening of perspectives allows us to ask the normative question of
how PSM can and should contribute productively to the maintenance and
reproduction of the lifeworld as the gateway to our understanding of the
world. But before delving into the terrain of norms for PSM’s contribution
to the lifeworlds of the societies that finance them, there is a second - pos-
sibly more important — issue to address: namely, the relationship between
the economy and state, and the private and public spheres.

The administrative system is differentiated from the economic one, in
Habermas’s work, yet both are considered distinct from the lifeworld. This
distinction provides two different perspectives on society. Habermas (2005)
explained that a lifeworld point of view conceives of society from the per-
spective of its participating subjects, while a systems perspective observes a
society as a system of institutions, whose actions ensure the society’s contin-
ued existence. His analysis of the relationship between system and lifeworld
focused on the process of their “uncoupling”, which Habermas (2005) pre-
sented as characteristic for modern societies. As a result, the administrative
and economic system becomes increasingly complex, abstract, and detached
from the values, meanings, and motivations that circulate within the language-
and culture-based lifeworld (Habermas, 2005). This process of uncoupling
materialises in increasing bureaucratisation that makes the system more and
more independent and detached from the lifeworld. But still, the system stays
dependent on the supply of legitimation from the lifeworld which it cannot
generate itself (Habermas, 1980).

Hence, the administrative system cannot itself generate the meaning that
motivates citizens to support and thereby legitimate their interventions. The
sense that generates meaning must come from within the lifeworld, but since
the economic and political system have become detached from it, it becomes
increasingly difficult to foster support for their actions within the lifeworld.
Legitimation problems in late-capitalist societies thus present themselves as a
consequence of a growing disconnect between the money- and power-based
actions of the administrative system and its subjects’ communicatively struc-
tured lifeworld horizons, which fail to make sense of the system’s actions
(Habermas, 1980). This lack of meaning can lead to a withdrawal of legitima-
tion. This process of uncoupling between system and lifeworld described by
Habermas is further complicated by the fragmentation and deterritorialisation
of the lifeworld that were already observed in the early second half of the
twentieth century (Luckmann, 1970; Shibutani, 1955), but became acceler-
ated with the digitalisation of communication technology and processes of
cultural globalisation (Volkmer, 2014).
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So, what does this mean for PSM? The fundamental crisis dynamic of
system and lifeworld drifting apart is also at the heart of PSM’s legitimacy
crisis, because PSM are an administrative intervention into the private mar-
ket and society. From a system’s perspective, increasingly complex remits,
regulations, and accountability seek to balance the interests of the state and
the economy and to demonstrate an effective output of policy. To retain their
systemic legitimacy as an effective intervention into market and society, PSM
must demonstrate to governments and regulators how they fulfil their remits.
They do this in annual reports or commissioned research that adhere to the
bureaucratised language and measurements required by the administrative
system, such as “distinctiveness” or “public value”. Yet, these arguments have
limited traction among the public that experiences society as their lifeworld.

Television has been acknowledged and analysed as a medium that has
integrated itself into the home and people’s everyday life (Scannell, 2014; Sil-
verstone, 1994). But beyond audiovisual media’s unquestionable prominence
in our everyday life, they also contain the abstract meaning strata inherent in
the lifeworld, because they contain narratives. Habermas (2005) argued that
narratives make visible and circulate taken-for-granteds in a society, because
they are used to maintain and make sense of communities’ internal structures
in the face of new events, aimed at managing the situation at hand. This is
exactly where content universality becomes crucial for achieving lifeworld
proximity, because different forms of narratives process life differently.

Public service broadcasters in Europe have a rich tradition of issue-led
social realism, which has distinguished their drama productions from com-
mercial competitors as far back as the 1960s, but already then, they were
accompanied by more popular serials to regularly attract audiences (Mac-
Murraugh-Kavanagh, 1997). Popular programming, as argued by Biltereyst
(2004), is in fact essential to PSM’s positioning as central reference points
in a fragmenting society. Narrative traits of popular forms like soap operas
or genre conventions of melodrama also facilitate the sort of “emotional
realism”, which Ten Ang (1985: 45) has identified as the key for the argu-
ably socially unrealistic television programme Dallas to become relevant and
relatable to audiences around the world, discussed and understood in relation
to their individual lifeworld horizons (Katz & Liebes, 1990). Emotionality
and argumentation based on individual identity are key to popular talk show
formats and thus stand in opposition to the rationalist ideal of debate in the
public sphere (Lunt & Stenner, 2005). Entertainment formats like reality or
nature programmes allow PSM to travel around the respective country and
thereby represent and take audiences to different regions (Thompson, 2010).
But content perceived as relevant to audiences’ lifeworlds is also not neces-
sarily that which originates from within “their” national or local culture.
As demonstrated by Eichner (2020) and Jensen and McCutcheon (2020),
non-domestic content can also achieve high levels of lifeworld proximity and
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allow audiences to work through issues like gender roles and to take a criti-
cal look at their own societies. Therefore, the relevance of a programme to
the lifeworlds of viewers cannot be determined through hierarchies of genre,
aesthetic qualities, or groundedness in specific national cultures. All of televi-
sion’s cultural forms, not just news, provide narratives that help organise and
explain events, actions, and relationships in the lifeworld.

The importance of television in helping people make sense of their experi-
ence has been stressed by Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge (1993) in their
critique of Structural Transformation, originally published in 1972. They
described television production as a means for expressing, organising, and
reproducing societal experience. Negt and Kluge claimed that failing to do so
in an adequate manner with programmes close to the interests and needs of
the public will cost public service broadcasting its legitimacy in the competi-
tion with private media. With this proposition that public service programmes
should be close to the interests and needs of the public, we enter the debate
of concrete norms for PSM’s role in the reproduction and development of
the lifeworld of the society that finances it. The following section sketches
ways in which a lifeworld-based thinking about PSM can help us to avoid
an instrumentalist and nationally delimited view and to formulate the inher-
ent value of public service programmes beyond the news, which allows for
determining norms for a universal public service.

Normative perspectives on public service media’s
contribution to societies’ lifeworlds

If we follow Habermas’s proposition that the legitimacy for political interven-
tion into market and society can only originate from within the lifeworld, the
lifeworld-relevance of public service programmes becomes key to achieving
the public support necessary for retaining PSM’s legitimacy. Thomas Bauer
(2011) offered a lifeworld-based approach to the public value of entertain-
ment programmes, which play with possibilities as well as in offering relief,
alternative views, and new perspectives. An “emancipatory media culture”,
as proposed by Bauer, should aim for the development of individual and
lifeworld horizons. This ideal entails that programme offers should meet
viewers within their own lifeworlds, but in doing so, aim at getting them
out of limitations posed by a lack of perspectives originating from everyday
despair, provincialism, or self-sufficient opinions (Bauer, 2011). When pro-
grammes achieve such an emancipatory value, their public funding is justified,
according to Bauer (2011).

For the normative legitimacy of public service broadcasting, this means
that PSM should strive for facilitating exchanges of perspectives that enable
audiences to critically examine the taken-for-granteds that compose their
lifeworld horizons and structure their experience. Following from this, tele-
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vision (and other PSM) is relevant within the lifeworld when they provide
narratives that help people make sense of the world around them by offering
new perspectives and locating or integrating them within their social commu-
nities. This approach views programmes as an intervention into the collective
interpretation of societal experience. In contemporary pluralised societies,
reaching collective interpretations necessitates bringing people together across
political, cultural, or demographic divides.

Georgina Born’s (2006, 2018) model of reciprocal connections between mi-
nority and majority groups takes membership of different societal communi-
ties as a starting point for determining whose experiences should be connected
by public service media. This model is also applicable to a lifeworld-based
consideration of PSM, but only when these identities also motivate the differ-
ence in experience, for example, regarding issues of racial discrimination. Yet
not all differences in experience of society can be reduced to exclusive identity
markers that create clear majorities and minorities in a society. Moreover,
taking the individual and the groups they are part of as starting points for
connecting different lifeworld horizons quickly spirals into an infinity of dif-
ference, where common denominators become scarce and tenuous.

A different starting point outside the identity of individuals is offered by
Habermas’s consideration of the lifeworld as the realm in which communica-
tion happens. While Benita Luckmann (1970) looked at different lifeworld
horizons centred by the subject, Habermas looked at lifeworld horizons
meeting in particular communicative situations. He described a situation as
“a segment of lifeworld contexts of relevance” (Habermas, 2005: 122). These
“contexts of relevance are concentrically ordered and become increasingly
anonymous and diffused as the spatiotemporal and social distance grows”
(Habermas, 2005: 122-123). Habermas thereby acknowledged the fragmenta-
tion of the lifeworld, whilst providing a way for analytically dealing with it
by looking at specific situations as points that anchor and connect diverging
horizons in a particular moment.

Centring relevant segments of lifeworld horizons around particular commu-
nicative situations offers an opportunity for connecting different perspectives
to make sense of a situation. For the project of facilitating an emancipatory
development of lifeworld horizons through PSM, this means that programmes
should provide situations in which potentially limiting segments of lifeworld
horizons become relevant and lifted from their taken-for-grantedness and
subsequently become thematised and critically assessed. The task for PSM
is to create communicative situations that encourage connections between
the lifeworlds of the viewers to provide new or challenging perspectives for
making sense of their experiences. For this task, programmes across all genres
and modes of presentation on broadcast and VoD become relevant.

Another normative question concerns whose experiences should be pre-
sented and connected to render a comprehensive picture of a situation deter-
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mined by the issues raised in the programmes. Nancy Fraser (2014) proposed
using the concept of co-imbrication as the factor that determines who should
be included in a public sphere within globalised society. Her concept of co-
imbrication presents a development of the idea that all those affected by a
political decision, and not just those who are citizens of a specific state, should
ideally be involved in the deliberation about the decision. This helps break
the link between the national delimitation that comes with ideals of civic and
cultural citizenship as underlying ideals for PSM practice. Broadening Fraser’s
approach to the ideal of inclusivity in the public sphere to the lifeworld,
programmes should make visible the experiences of those co-imbricated in
the situation about which public service programmes speak.

How different experiences are depicted and linked on PSM can be guided
by the ideal of an emancipatory development of societies’ lifeworld hori-
zons, as implied in the work of Negt and Kluge (1993) and explicitly pro-
posed by Thomas Bauer (2011). An emancipatory development of lifeworld
horizons aims to challenge the taken-for-granteds circulating in the lifeworld
by enabling people to question them and see their own horizons in relation
to others. In the process of connecting relevant experiences, the ideals of
parity (Fraser, 2014) and multilevel reciprocity (Born, 2006) between the
perspectives presented on screen help work against preconceived hierarchies
between different points of view. These ideals proposed for public spheres
in pluralised and globalised societies can be expanded to a lifeworld-based
approach by arguing that PSM’s contribution to a society’s lifeworld lies in
connecting the horizons of different groups.

Still, there is one important difference between the public sphere and the
lifeworld that needs addressing. In contrast to the ideal of the public sphere
—in which different opinions on a matter are exchanged, detached from the
participants’ personal background (Habermas, 1991) — a lifeworld-based ideal
of public service broadcasting is interested in exactly these particular interests
emerging from their diverging experiences of the world. While according to
Habermas’s original public-sphere ideals, participants in a debate can agree
or disagree with each other’s arguments based on their empirical or norma-
tive validity only (Habermas, 1980), there is no ground for disagreeing with
another person’s experience emerging from their personal lifeworld horizon.
A dialogue between (genuine) experiences is not a teleological process in
which consensus over the most convincing argument can be reached; instead,
it provides a portfolio of different perspectives that challenge and complement
each other. Therefore, a lifeworld-based conception about the role of PSM
is closer to Chantal Mouffe’s (1999) ideal of “agonistic pluralism”, which
acknowledges that oppositions cannot be resolved and passions not elimi-
nated. Instead, the subjectivities and individual interests are what becomes
central in the way PSM represent the diverse experiences that exist within
the society that finances them. Programme forms like drama, talk, or reality
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— built around the subjectivities and passions of individuals — can achieve a
representation of such agonistic pluralism. While consensus becomes impos-
sible, the ultimate goal of the juxtaposition of different subjectivities still
aims to address shared communicative issues revolving around fundamental
questions of how to live together in plural societies facing global challenges.

To sum up, a lifeworld-based normative approach to PSM seeks to pro-
vide representations of experience and emancipation from limited individual
horizons of understanding these experiences. Such emancipation can be
achieved by connecting people across different lifeworld horizons — that is,
connecting different perspectives. The difference in the perspectives that are
to be brought together is not necessarily grounded in differences of individual
identities, but in the individuals’ relation to a specific communicative situa-
tion. In contrast to the ideal of the rational public sphere, the outcome of the
communication is not aimed at resolving difference through consensus, but
at a form of connection between diverging lifeworld horizons that allows for
challenging taken-for-granteds contained within them and thereby facilitating
emancipation. Whose lifeworlds should be connected is not determined by
shared political or cultural citizenship, but by co-imbrication in communica-
tive situations of shared concern, which may make it necessary to connect
PSM audiences across borders (Antoniazzi & Bengesser, 2022). The crucial
question remaining, however, is how to implement these ideals using the full
spectrum of content universality within constraints posed by the political and
economic contexts in which PSM operate.

Challenges to the ideal of public service media as
connectors of lifeworld horizons

PSM are challenged in their fulfilment of universality in reach and content by
the diverse and often conflicting needs or interests of individual members of
society, as well as by the ways in which their fulfilment of universality ideals
is assessed. Ofcom’s (2021¢) measurement of the BBC’s performance reveals
that groups such as viewers over 65 years of age, people with disabilities, or
those belonging to lower socioeconomic strata have a higher tendency to feel
that the content offered is either not relevant to them or that their experiences
are not sufficiently presented on-screen. Ofcom’s (2018) more in-depth study
on the representation and portrayal on BBC television has audiences voicing
concerns over stereotypical images of members of Black communities seen
predominantly as struggling or disadvantaged, or thematically skewed, for
example, sensationalising transgender or gay experiences. In his argumenta-
tion against a universal licence fee for the BBC, Booth (2019) pointed to niche
providers often being better at catering to minority tastes than the BBC. And
indeed, the BBC’s competitors like Netflix, as well as US-American content,
are mentioned by members of Black and LGBTQ+ communities as services
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managing to create greater relevance through the variety of portrayals offered
(Ofcom, 2018). But the challenge to PSM goes beyond losing these audiences
to the competition.

For fulfilling the ideal of PSM connecting different lifeworld horizons, it
becomes relevant to see whether the representation of specific experiences
manages to challenge taken-for-granteds held by broader society. Here, British
PSM seem to fall short. A majority of Black respondents found representa-
tions of their ethnic groups to be fairly or very negative, while the overall
public service audience did not see them as such (Puttnam, 2016). This gulf
in perception evidences that British PSM not only fail to adequately repre-
sent certain experiences, but that they circulate negative images of minorities
instead of facilitating an emancipation from limiting lifeworld horizons, for
both the stereotyped groups and the viewers outside this group who perceive
those representations as normal. This is where PSM could act as agents of
change by exposing a broad audience to different lifeworld experiences in-
stead of limiting minority audiences to the private “niche services” cited by
Booth (2019).

Diversity benchmarks and monitoring schemes are supposed to help by
making media institutions like the BBC more accessible (Ofcom, 2021c¢).
However, this regulatory approach betrays a simplistic perception of crea-
tive input and output. Access to the industry by creatives from diverse back-
grounds does not automatically translate into diverse experiences and stories
on-screen. Limiting creatives from underrepresented backgrounds to write
about “their” experiences risks perpetuating the very hierarchies it seeks
to redress. This is not to argue against greater diversity on and behind the
screen, but to highlight a problem with the underlying idea that PSM suf-
ficiently fulfil the representational needs of a society if they only manage to
hire, adequately represent, and reach individual societal groups defined by
certain identity markers.

While instructive in highlighting the blind spots in the institution’s repre-
sentation of contemporary society, the regulatory assessment of the BBC’s per-
formance according to demographic subgroups presents a problem. The focus
on how well the BBC does among different societal groups does not assess
its performance in connecting people across different lifeworld horizons.
Ofcom’s consumer-research paradigm (Lunt & Livingstone, 2013) focuses
on the parameters set by the legislation, operationalising the public purposes
from the Royal Charter in its standardised audience surveys (Ofcom, 2021a).
These reports therefore paint a picture of public opinion tailored to fit the
governmental system’s requirement to demonstrate publicly the efficacy of
their policies, but in a bureaucratised way, removed from actual experience.
Such modes of assessing PSM performance are thus unsuited for a broader
debate about whether the way in which PSM’s contribution to society is
phrased in current public policy even relates to the needs of the society. The
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core issue is the disintegration of the systemic and the lifeworld perspective
on PSM, of which the increased bureaucratisation and measurement of public
value is symptomatic. When pressured by the administrative system through
funding cuts and increasingly detailed requirements for demonstrating public
value to maintain public funding, PSM will most likely orient themselves to
these demands rather than broader, ultimately unmeasurable, norms for life-
world relevance or emancipation through connection of different perspectives.

Another challenge for PSM acting as connectors of lifeworld horizons
is the fragmentation of the lifeworld into self-selected “small life-worlds”
(Luckmann, 1970), catalysed by the proliferation of offers on the media
market, which has contributed to an individualisation of media repertoires
(see also Hasebrink, Chapter 4 in this volume). This situation, on the one
hand, emphasises the necessity of PSM acting as agents of societal integra-
tion, while on the other hand, it complicates the project, because they not
only struggle to reach all parts of society equally, but their competing SVoD
and niche services brand themselves on personalisation and addressing the
interests of specific groups. Thereby, the personalisation and individualisation
of media consumption is working against the ideal of exposing viewers to
a broad variety of content or connecting them to experiences that may take
them outside their own lifeworld horizons.

As shown by Van den Bulck and Moe (2018), PSM increasingly move
towards algorithmic personalisation of their services, but still combine them
with editorial curation. Kelly (2021) argued that the BBC does not offer
large-scale personalisation on its iPlayer, as he estimates that 80 per cent of
content offered will be the same for everyone. The question is how these 80
per cent are presented. Kelly’s two-year tracking of the iPlayer’s interface
shows that the presentation of content through the categories is mostly led
by genre, popularity, and the featuring of box-sets (Kelly & Serensen, 2021)
rather than a topical curation and combination of different genres around
certain themes or issues. In contrast to this, the Danish DRTV (discussed
in more detail by Lassen & Serensen, Chapter 5 in this volume), applies a
more flexible strategy to content curation which includes thematic categories
(Kelly & Serensen, 2021).? Offering topical connections across the full range
of genres is also a way to showcase the distinction of PSM interfaces from
those of the commercial competition; not only in the way content is ordered,
but also in the way it is embedded into a larger context of different forms
and perspectives dealing with a shared issue.

The ultimate challenge to the ideals of lifeworld-relevance and connection
of diverging horizons, though, is the transformation of public funding to
subscription, because it entails an end to universality in reach — that is, to the
idea that it is the purpose of PSM to serve and connect audiences across the
entire society. With subscription funding, catering only to those who subscribe
becomes acceptable and necessary for economic survival. This in turn has
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implications for the range of content produced and the way it is presented.
The customer relationship established through the transaction of subscription
and the expectations derived from experience with different SVoD services’
personalisation and niche content are likely to enforce an individualisation
in the mode of address and content presentation. This may lead to a focus on
the (small) lifeworlds and content preferences of those willing to subscribe,
rather than a fulfilment of the ideal of a full range of programmes used to
challenge such individualised lifeworld horizons.

Conclusion

For the theoretical debate about the contribution of PSM to society, the life-
world concept provides us with a broader view on society than the concept
of the public sphere, since it includes the societal processes of community
building, sense-making, and cultural reproduction. Thereby, it becomes
possible to adequately include the value of genres other than news and to
understand them beyond their instrumental role in facilitating public spheres
for democratic deliberation.

A public service practice which acknowledges that people living togeth-
er in a society will have different experiences of issues that concern them
accommodates the plurality as well as the agonistic tendencies in contempo-
rary societies. Moreover, it makes public service’s difference from the private
sector more tangible. In contrast to private services, which can choose to
focus on niches or the most lucrative strata of the audience, the universal-
ity principles of PSM charge them with striving to cater to all interests and
societal groups. The key difference from the offer of the fragmented private
market is that PSM are not simply catering to individual interests but aim to
connect audiences across groups. From a normative point of view, bringing
audiences together around issues in which they are co-imbricated is therefore
the key contribution of a universal public service to society. To achieve this
integrative function, PSM not only need the full range of audiovisual content
but also must appear as a common provider for society.

In short, PSM’s unique contribution to the maintenance and development
of a society’s lifeworld horizon lies in connecting different experiences to
question the taken-for-granteds circulating in the small lifeworlds sustained
by media targeting only specific groups. These taken-for-granteds are the
basis for processes of cultural reproduction, community building, and mak-
ing sense of contemporary experience — that is, the basis for how societies
deal with change. Yet, PSM are challenged in their efforts to live up to an
ideal of acting as connectors of lifeworld horizons. The fragmentation of the
media market and their existing unequal reach across diverse social groups
interferes with PSM’s opportunity to reach everyone co-imbricated in shared
issues. Competition, particularly in entertainment content, gives rise to calls
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for a narrowing of PSM remits to underserved programme forms, curtailing
their opportunity to use popular genres as a way of working through societal
challenges. Logics of personalisation and ranking followed by some PSM come
at the expense of using interfaces to facilitate topical connections, suited for
exposing users to diverging lifeworld horizons. Finally, the fulfilment of the
ideal of PSM as connectors of lifeworld horizons is challenged by regulatory
frameworks focused on fixed and measurable performance indicators for
their contribution to society rather than their broader role in society coming
to terms with internal and external change.
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Endnotes

!In April 2021, the Netflix catalogue in the UK comprised just 5.8 per cent factual content,
which includes documentary, news, and current affairs (Ofcom, 2021b), while between August
2018 and 2020, the catalogue of the BBC iPlayer contained on average 33.6 per cent factual
content (Kelly, 2021).

2 A move towards a content-based policy for public service has, for example, been advocated
for in the House of Lords (2009: para. 13) recommending that PSM focus on the “provision
of core elements including national and regional news, current affairs programmes, the arts,
children’s programming, programmes dealing with religion and other beliefs and UK content”.

3 A recent example is the category “Greenland — History, nature and culture”, which explores
Denmark’s relationship to Greenland across all genres reaching from historical documentaries
and current affairs programmes to the fourth season of the fictional series Borgen and Greenland-
related episodes of popular travel, food, and lifestyle shows (e.g., Nak & £d or Hammerslag).

© 2023 Respective authors. This is an Open Access work licensed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International Public licence (CC
BY-NC-ND 4.0). To view a copy of the licence, visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

68 CATHRIN BENGESSER



	CHAPTER 3
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Current debates about public service media’s universality and public value
	From a public sphere to a lifeworld-based approach to public service
	Normative perspectives on public service media’s contribution to societies’ lifeworlds
	Challenges to the ideal of public service media as connectors of lifeworld horizons
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References
	Endnotes




