PUBLIC SERVICE
BROADCASTING: BOTH
FREE AND ACCOUNTABLE

Abstract

As public broadcasting in Europe has declined in
relative terms in the overall supply of television broad-
casting, its activities have become more subject to
scrutiny, both by regulatory authorities and by its
competitors. The result is a threat of greater control and
less genuine independence. In some countries, the
price exacted for continuing financial support is
increased accountability according to more narrowly
defined criteria of performance. The central argument
of this article is that public broadcasting should in
principle enjoy the same freedom to publish as other
media, within the limits of its special legal and consti-
tutional position. Further, freedom should not be an
obstacle to meeting social responsibilities and may
even contribute to this goal. This view is supported by a
closer look at the nature of media accountability, which
has to be clearly differentiated from regulation and
control.
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Public broadcasting in Europe is increasingly subject to pressures from political
and commercial forces that often reinforce each other and work in the same direc-
tion (Kelly et al. 2003). Fundamentally at issue is the justification for maintaining a
public sector in the spectrum of electronic media in “free” societies (Harrison and
Woods 2001). Arguments in support of public broadcasting tend to emphasize the
informative and educational role of broadcasting, as against the more entertaining
role of commercial media. This opens the way to demands for external control of
publication policy and detailed assessments of performance in respect of the agreed
role. The same standards are not applied to commercial competitors, who may
even use this line of approach as an excuse for neglecting their own social respon-
sibilities. The position of this article is that public broadcasters should have rights
as publishers to interpret their own role without undue outside interference and
that commercial media cannot claim any general immunity from normative expec-
tations of service to society. The arguments that follow are largely drawn from a
recently published work by the present author (McQuail 2003), although here pre-
sented in summary form.

The Contested Idea of Media Responsibility

Although this article focuses on public broadcasting, it begins with a wider view
of what society can legitimately expect from its media in terms of responsibilities
to meet various public objectives. The view that mass media, broadly defined, have
some obligation to serve the society in which they operate is for some an axiom
that hardly needs explanation. For others, however, it is an aberration that has to
be contested all the more strongly because of its seeming plausibility. The first po-
sition goes with an outlook that treats the media as an integral part of a modern
social system, to which they make a necessary contribution. The alternative view
holds that true freedom of expression and publication (of the press in all its forms)
implies a lack of obligation to meet any outside claim, especially any claim that is
made in the name of the society or state and therefore backed by force as well as
authority. In between there are many and varied positions and quite a few differ-
ent arguments for or against each one.

A distinction can be made between a general institutional commitment to the
public good on the one hand and the freedom of individuals (or particular organs
of the press) to publish as they wish. The media regularly accept an obligation to
their audiences and clients (for instance to provide information or a platform for
public expression) that can be interpreted as services to the society more broadly,
again without contravening any principle of liberty. There is, in any case, no con-
sensus on the content and value of any particular “responsibility to society,” since
there is little agreement on what the public interest might consist of or on how it is
to be recognised (Smith 1989; Downs 1962; Held 1970). While very general utilitar-
ian notions define the public good as what is best for most people in the longer
term, a case can also be made for defining public interest as what the majority of
the public wants at any given moment (Fowler 1982). This position is typically
associated with a preference for free market provision of services, and is invoked
to contest the notion that public broadcasting is uniquely or best designed to serve
the public interest.



Libertarians usually view any attempt to saddle the media with social responsi-
bility obligations as an interference not just in freedom of publication but also in
the freedom of the marketplace and in the rights of ownership (see Lichtenberg
1990). The debate is complicated by the elasticity of the notion of obligation and
the existence of several alternative definitions. Obligations are not only strong or
weak, voluntary or allocated, but they can also be of varying kinds: moral; ethical;
social; or legal. Obligations to do good are different from requirements to avoid
harm. These variations are discussed in some more detail below, but there is yet
another dimension of differentiation to complicate matters, which relates to differ-
ences in the kind of media we are talking about. Of particular relevance is that fact
that from its beginning, broadcasting has been subject to an exceptional degree of
formal regulation and informal supervision, setting it apart from print media.

Much of the thinking about the possible social responsibilities or “functions” of
media dates from the early days of print media when newspapers and periodicals
played a leading part in the rise of democracy and of liberal economic institutions.
In the much more complex media system of today, the core tasks of the early press
are still important in their support for the political, judicial and economic proc-
esses of society, but they are embedded in a much wider range of services, espe-
cially in the sphere of entertainment and publicity and also in commercial activi-
ties. As a result, the greater part of all media activities are unambiguously carried
out “for profit” according to market rules, or consist of cultural or informational
services to many individual consumers who have to be the sole judge of adequacy
of performance.

The Particular Position of Public Broadcasting

The public broadcasting media sector, where it exists in democratic societies,
has its own special location and identity within the nexus of variable conditions
that has been indicated. The expectations that attach to it vary a good deal from
place to place and are not without ambiguity, except on one basic point. Public
broadcasting systems have been created and maintained to serve society and pro-
vide for some social needs, usually as determined by way of the democratic politi-
cal system. They are allocated certain responsibilities and they are required to serve
the “public interest” in ways that go beyond what market forces can determine.
They are also required to render an account to the public of their conduct in re-
spect of these responsibilities. However, this is a general statement that conceals
much diversity of practice and freedom of editorial decision-making. As a result,
there continues to be a good deal of uncertainty as to what might count as an
acceptable level of performance. It is arguable that public broadcasting is not
uniquely different from private broadcasting in respect of the content of possible
responsibilities to society, only in the degree to which these can be enforced. This
being the case, it is necessary to consider the case of public broadcasting within the
larger context of relations between media in general and the society in which they
operate.

The Variable Sources of Media Obligation

In order to appreciate the nature of what public broadcasting might be consid-
ered to owe to society, we need to look first at what the media in general owe to
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society. All forms of publication by way of mass media have a public character and
a public role, whether chosen or not, and determined by a number of institutional
and contextual factors. A summary view of the different sources of media obliga-
tion to society includes:

* Social and political theory

* The public as audience

* The public as citizens

* The media market

* The state and its agencies

* Interested parties

* Professional theory and practice

Most generally, ideas of what contemporary mass media owe to society are
rooted in the history of democratic states, especially in the western liberal tradi-
tion that has freedom of expression as its foundation stone. Democratic political
theory posits that the self-government of states by its people will require the free
circulation of information and ideas relevant to the issues on which collective deci-
sions have to be made (see Keane 1991; Schultz 1998). This means: access for indi-
viduals to make claims, present proposals and stand as candidates for office; space
for the presentation and discussion of diverse ideas; unrestrained opportunities to
assemble and to participate in public debate. The media as a whole are expected to
broadly reflect the varied conditions and interests of a society. They should pro-
vide channels of communication connecting governors and governed horizontally
as well as vertically. For governments they are a source of intelligence and “feed-
back,” for the people, they are an important means of holding governments to
account for their actions

Aside from such public tasks assigned by normative media theory, publication
is likely to be judged, albeit variously, according to principles of freedom, truth
and their contribution to social and cultural order (McQuail 1992). The variation
lies in where the emphasis is placed, especially as between contributing to diver-
sity, innovation and critical opposition or alternatively to continuity, social har-
mony and public order. Theories also differ according to whether they emphasise
the virtues of negative freedom (lack of restraint) or those of positive freedom (in-
tervention to secure access and diversity; Glasser 1986). In practice this offers a
basic choice between a libertarian view (the free marketplace of ideas) and some
form of social control designed to secure fairness and diversity in the face of mar-
ket tendencies to concentration and exclusion. There are differences within the
libertarian camp according to whether freedom is the absolute value (the
deontological view), or what matters more is what freedom actually delivers
(Schauer 1982). Equally, within the “democratic” camp there is also a wide range of
views about the degree and kind of restrictions that can be tolerated and about the
means for implementing the “will of the people.” Intervention can be “statist” and
backed by law, or it can take the form of social pressure and small-scale and grass
root initiatives.

Public broadcasting is a clear product of the interventionist, social-democratic
and statist form of theory, designed to fence off an area of the media system and
the public space for occupation by forms of media that are subject to non-market
criteria of performance in some respects and required to deliver some of the ben-



efits to society (of the kind named above) that advocates of the “free market place
of ideas” also expect. The “positive freedom” public broadcasting is supposed to
deliver is freedom from the “laws” of the market place and freedom for access,
diversity and service to unprofitable but socially desired communication objec-
tives. The important point is that these objectives, derived from a common inherit-
ance of ideas about a good society, are largely shared with other sectors of the
media system, including the press and private broadcasting (Nerone 1995).

Much the same general argument applies to each of the other sources of media
obligation. The public as audience exerts a continuous but also changing demand
on the media to meet various expectations and to deliver on promises of type and
quality of material. This obliges the media to meet a variety of cultural and infor-
mational needs, in the first instance of individuals, but open to interpretation as
meeting collective social needs. The pressure to meet audience needs is not experi-
enced very differently by public broadcasting than it is by their commercial com-
petitors, especially in the case of television which until now at least has been largely
free at the point of delivery to viewers. Theoretically, the audience for public tele-
vision has some more means of complaint or redress because of the legal require-
ments of public service, but in practice this may not make much difference and the
kind of demand by the audience is much the same, for public and private provid-
ers. When the public is considered as the body of citizens rather than the audience
a somewhat different situation arises. Public broadcasting does have an obligation
to listen to the opinion of “the public” in whose interest it operates, but not in
respect of the kind of provision that is called for and the means for securing it. Its
obligation to the public as audience is no different, or at least no greater, than that
of private broadcast media. It does have some obligations that go beyond the scope
of what audiences might demand, including the provision of some kinds of con-
tent for which there is very little of an audience at all. This means that it cannot
allocate its time only in proportion to the amount of demand.

While public television, by virtue of its means of funding and obligations, es-
capes the immediate pressure of the market, especially the need to satisfy criteria
of profitability and short-term popularity, the remission is only partial. There are
some pressures to succeed in the audience market, certainly in the longer term,
arising from professionalism, ambition and political factors. Where income is partly
dependent on advertising (as it is in most public television), the same constraint
exists as elsewhere. In other respects, the same extended media market determines
the costs of production and the capacity to engage in activities that are considered
to be in the public interest.

The influence of the state is certainly greater on public broadcasting than on
other media, but it is also mitigated by several factors. These include the various
provisions for guaranteeing a necessary degree of political independence, the coun-
terbalancing of external political pressures, the security of sources of income and
the protection from market forces. Apart from these matters, all broadcasting
(whether public or private) is normally subject to positive requirements in the matter
of service that are enforceable. On the other hand a good deal of regulation of
television is increasingly applied to the sector as a whole and by the same agencies
of control or accountability. In so far as the law constrains publication or holds
publishers responsible for the consequences of their actions, no distinction is made.
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Public broadcasting has to observe the same standards of decency, avoid the same
harms. It has more obligations rather than different ones.

Finally, public broadcasting is staffed by the same professionals as other media
and is equally, but not necessarily more, constrained to meet standards of profes-
sional quality and to obey the same codes of practice and ethics that apply else-
where. A number of obligations to serve society are supported by professionalism
and enforced by self-regulation. These relate specially to the quality of informa-
tion needed for engagement in public affairs and the democratic process and also
to fairness and diversity in the coverage of events, opinions and beliefs. Taken
together it is hard to deny that public broadcasting is much less distinctive in its
aims and obligations (and thus its performance) than it is in its form of ownership.
It follows that the means of accountability that are appropriate are also not very
different, despite the additional avenue that is available in the form of direct pub-
lic access to the means of control by enforcing obligations.

Lines of Accountability

One way of summarising these remarks is to say that media are typically be-
holden to a range of potential claimants that can call them to account for acts and
omissions, according to diverse expectations. The operating environment of all
media is occupied by a set of actors with some power of constraint or potential for
influence on the media. Although the “power of the media” is often stressed, they
are also at the receiving end of power and influence. Attempts to control or influ-
ence the media have varying degrees of legitimacy, but they can be effective inde-
pendently of that factor. In general the media may owe responsibility, with some
legitimately entailed accountability, to the following: their owners; those sources
to whom they have contractual ties or other obligations (including advertisers, but
also authors, performers, etc.); relevant regulators and legal authorities (in the end
governments); society (as expressed in public opinion, but also as embodied in
social institutions); all those whose rights and interests are affected by the media;
those to whom promises of service have been made (which often includes their
audiences). The situation described is sketched in Figure 1.

Figure 1: External Lines of Media Accountability

Owners
Artists/Performers Audience member(s)
Voices/advocates Social institutions
Clients MEDIA Referents
Sources Pressure/interest groups
Public Regulators Public Opinion

This representation seems to emphasise the high degree of dependence of the
media on outside agencies and actors. In fact, there are many pulls and pushes
involved that do not all work in the same direction and may cancel each other out.
The linkages represented are often interactive, reflecting a mutual state of depend-



ence. As a result, there is no accumulation of external pressure, but rather a con-
fused and sometimes unequal struggle in which the media may hold the balance
of power or have a free hand to decide which partners to favour. The “lines” of ac-
countability can have different strength and direction in different cases. Most di-
rectinfluence and therefore the strongest claims to accountability are likely to come
from those on whom the media depend most directly for their continued opera-
tion. This varies a good deal according to the medium and media system involved.
All media may depend on their audiences, but not usually directly and immedi-
ately. Private media are most likely to respond to their owners and major clients.

Public service broadcasting inevitably has stronger obligations to account to
“society,” whether in the shape of actual regulators or as the ultimate owners. The
claims of social institutions and of public opinion are also somewhat stronger. But
non-public media are not free from the same set of pressures and public broadcast-
ing media have to weigh what they owe to “society” as indicated against other
obligations, including audiences, sources, those on whom they report and, where
there is private finance, also to clients.

What Responsibilities Do Media Have?

This question is intended to uncover the content of possible obligations in gen-
eral terms. Following what has been said of the origins of responsibilities, it is clear
that there are several different kinds and different ways of identifying them. Most
obviously, there are certain obligations laid down in law, regulation or contract
that all media have to respect, even if they are of a minimum kind and negative in
formulation. Public broadcasting systems are unusual in having enforceable posi-
tive requirements to meet particular goals, such as the supply of full and balanced
news and information or the meeting of various educational and cultural goals.
Sometimes very specific performance criteria are laid, especially as they relate to
certain categories of (minority) content, timing of transmission, balance and diver-
sity of access, service to minorities, origins of content, etc. Some of these, as well as
many other kinds of responsibility are accepted by other media as well, arising
from the various sources indicated at the outset. For present purposes, however, it
is helpful to describe media responsibilities in terms of the main types of issue on
which they might be called to account.

These issues can be considered as having a more private or more public charac-
ter, as shown below. But there is another dimension, which relates to their positive
or negative character. The media are expected to prove certain benefits for their
society, and they are expected to avoid various kinds of harm, that are not always
the reverse of the benefits. In general, we can expect that requirements to avoid
harm will apply with more force and to all media, while expectations of benefit
will be less enforceable and more variable from one medium to another. In the
nature of public broadcasting, they are more likely to face non-optional positive
requirements. The more public and collective issues of public concern on which
media may be called to account include:

* Order and security

* Public mores

* Cultural quality

* Needs of government and the justice system
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e “Public Sphere” benefits
* Human rights and international obligations

The entries need only a brief explanation. In respect of order and security, me-
dia have the same duties as citizens to observe the law and to cooperate with legiti-
mate activities directed at combating criminality. They are also subject to the same
requirements as others in respect of defence and security matters. However, their
potential obligations go beyond those of citizens because of their alleged capacity
to stimulate certain kinds of crime or disorder, albeit unintentionally. This applies
to content that might, for instance, activate violent or criminal tendencies, glorify
crime or “teach” criminal methods. By spreading certain kinds of (mis)information
media have the power to cause alarm or panic and there are many ways in which
media, whatever their motives, might in their pursuit be of assistance to “enemies
of the state,” whether within or without. This may be a set of issues, where the
obligations are to avoid harm, but they can easily be expressed as positive pre-
scriptions for law-abiding or loyal media.

The issue of public mores relates primarily to expectations that media will re-
spect reigning conventions of decency and morality especially in matters of sex,
portrayals of violence and language used. Matters of taste and respect also arise in
relation to illness, disability and religious sensibilities (e.g. blasphemy). Here the
issue is not of harm, but of offence or shock and the responsibilities are negative
rather than positive. Issues of cultural quality are more likely to be prescriptive as
well as diverse, with media being expected to promote or support the national
language and culture as well as to meet certain artistic and educational standards.
An issue of cultural provision for minorities within the society can also arise.

What are referred to as “public sphere benefits” are mainly those services of
information and opinion-formation that support democratic political processes and
an open society. The “benefits” come mainly in the form of extensive flows of reli-
able, diverse and relevant information, opinion and debate, including criticism and
accountability in the “court of public opinion.” These are clearly positive responsi-
bilities, but coupled with an implicit warning against the misuse of the power to
inform, as in bias, distortion, propaganda, deliberate omission and sensationalism.
The state cannot claim much help from the media for its normal activities on any
other grounds than are determined by the needs and interests of all citizens. Even
so, the adequate working of the justice system in most open societies depends on
some services of information and publicity as well as on a degree of restraint from
the media, in order to ensure fair trials. On the whole, the issue here is one of
responsible use of the power of publicity held by the media. The last entry in the
list refers to issues of human rights, which arise where publicity harms the reputa-
tion of minority or other groups, or leads to prejudice and discrimination on what-
ever grounds. There is an international dimension to human rights issues and there
also questions about the role of the media in the promotion of peace and interna-
tional justice, or conversely in warmongering and encouraging hatred and con-
tempt of foreigners.

The main issues of a more private nature where accountability is likely to arise
include:

* Consumer needs and satisfactions
* Individual rights and interests



* Property and economic interests
* Harm to individuals
* Specific moral and ethical questions

The first relates to the general character and content of media services that are
designed to meet the needs of audiences. The quality of provision can be assessed
according to a range of criteria, some more or less objective, others subjective. More
contentious and also more rare are the cases where individual rights can be vio-
lated or interests damaged by media, most especially by defamation and negative
publicity or by invasion of privacy, without much chance of any equivalent re-
sponse. Individual rights include matters to do with intellectual property and copy-
right. Harm to individuals can be caused in a number of ways, for instance by
reports that lead to their being vilified or targeted, or where individuals are pro-
voked to attack others under some media influence. Finally there are a number of
specific issues of media conduct and performance where media may be called to
account, without their being any victim, for instance concerning plagiarism, the
protection of sources, the means used to obtain to secure confidential information,
breaches of confidence, etc.

It is evident from this description that virtually any accountability issue can
arise in relation to any mass medium, irrespective of its form of ownership or or-
ganisation, placing public broadcasting in precisely the same position as regards
the content of any accountability claim.

More Accountability, Less Freedom?

Before proceeding, this question has to be answered and to do so requires clari-
fication of the meaning of terms that have already been liberally used, especially
the terms “responsibility” and “accountability” that remain in dispute, despite in-
creasing theoretical attention (see Dennis et al. 1989; McQuail 1997; Plaisance 2000;
Pritchard 2001). The two key words are often used interchangeably and defined in
terms of each other, with common core idea of “answering” for something and to
someone. The case of media responsibility to society cannot be adequately under-
stood without clearly distinguishing between them. The key to the difference has
been succinctly put by Hodges (1986, 14) as follows: “The issue of responsibility is
as follows: how might society call on journalists to account for their performance
of the responsibility given to them. Responsibility has to do with defining proper
conduct, accountability with compelling it.” This statement makes it clear that res-
ponsibilities principally refer to prior or established obligations (of various kinds,
origins and strength) and accountability to a subsequent process of measuring
performance against the standard stated or implied in the “obligation.” Although
clear enough, the statement also opens up several other issues, most centrally the
extent to which journalists have any binding obligation, which the quotation im-
plies. The notion of “compulsion” also sits uneasily with the notions of press free-
dom and journalistic professionalism.

This takes us to the core of the problem of accountability, which is the apparent
inverse correlation between freedom and accountability. The contradiction seems
especially marked in the context of publication, where the principle of freedom of
speech rules out censorship and punishment for speech as illegitimate, except un-
der a limited number of circumstances. This is not just a theoretical issue, since
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virtually all modern efforts to make the press more accountable for alleged breaches
of responsibilities on many of the issues listed above have been countered by an
appeal to a more or less absolute protection of freedom of the press or media. The
motives for such resistance may often be questionable and appeal to principle is
sometimes self-serving, where large media corporations are pitted against demo-
cratic governments or many powerless victims of publicity.

It may appear that public broadcasting escapes the dilemma of achieving effec-
tive accountability without violating basic freedoms, since its freedom is constrained,
by social contract as well as law, and dependent on certain agreed standards of
performance. However, as we have seen, public broadcasters are also publishers
with obligations to other actors and agents, including news sources, artists and
performers. Beyond the areas of limited freedom (especially in relation to the ulti-
mate interests of the state and the requirements of diversity and balance) they are
in much the same position as any other publishers in relation to most of the issues
named above. Increasingly, constitutional guarantees of freedom of the press have
been amended to include broadcasting along with the newspaper press. Given the
extensive network of formal and informal obligations that all media are enmeshed
in, we have to answer the question in the sub-heading above in the negative. In
the real world, there is no freedom totally devoid of accountability and there have
to be ways of reconciling one with the other if we cling to the principle of freedom
of expression and the press.

In order to take the matter forward a closer look at the key terms is called for, in
the search for effective means of accountability that would be consistent with the
notion of responsibility (especially to society or the “public interest”) and also with
essential principles of free expression. In conducting this search, it becomes appar-
ent that the problems encountered are not unique to public communication. There
are numerous contexts where legitimate action affecting the interests of others is
subject to claims and limitations and efforts to keep it within the boundaries of
what is acceptable or normal. This applies in business relations, where freedom of
the market has become surrounded by various constraints and in government
where legitimate actions of the state can be questioned and countered by formal
and informal means of accountability. In many contexts of professional practice,
obligations are accepted, typically accompanied by defined forms of accountabil-
ity for performance. It is not least in evidence in interpersonal relations where our
“free” dealings with others are subject to many informal constraints and require-
ments to maintain relations by give and take (see Giddens 1984; Semin and
Mansfield 1983; Buttry 1993).

Meanings of Responsibility

It is clear from the variety of sources of potential obligation to some version of
the public interest that there is quite a variety of types of responsibility. These have
been characterised in different ways, with a good deal of agreement on the differ-
ence between obligations that are legal, moral, ethical or social in character, each
with its own more or less given forms of accountability. Legal obligations are ines-
capable and subject to formal processes of complaint or redress, but have limited
application to the media for most of their operations. By definition they are exter-
nally defined, backed by the forces of society and account has to be rendered as



determined by others. Moral obligations are, by definition, self-chosen and per-
sonal and unlikely to be subject to external accountability compulsion. Ethical ob-
ligations overlap to some extent but are more appropriate to the circumstances of
an organization or collective entity. They are likely to be self-determined, although
not idiosyncratically so, and usually go with some forms of professionalism and
thus the means of self-regulation. Social obligations stem from the general require-
ments of society and community, are open to interpretation and vary in the force
with which they are experienced. For the most part they are “enforced,” if at all, by
the pressure of public opinion and by the relative esteem or disdain that attaches
to various failings on the part of media.

This variation according to type of obligation is related, as indicated, to the source
and strength of any obligation. To some extent, the variable of strength depends
on whether the responsibilities at issue are voluntarily adopted, assigned (as in
the case of regulated public broadcasting) or contracted in some way, especially in
a market relationship with content supplier, client, distributor or the audience. A
somewhat finer discrimination is needed, however, to make the connection with
appropriate forms of accountability. With this in mind, the most relevant types of
responsibility of media are described as follows:

Contractual or Promise-keeping. This relates mainly to responsibilities to au-
diences made in the form of promises of kinds and standards of informational and
cultural services. Media may also “promise” certain benefits to society and contri-
butions to the public good. While contracts of the kind laid down in licences for
transmission or media laws are formal commitments, many of the expectations
that media give rise to amongst the public and other social institutions are infor-
mal and matters of good faith. Even so, in some respects of service to the “public
interest” there may be a case of an “unwritten social contract.” Some of the justifi-
cations for press freedom and in cases, privilege and protection are based on an
understanding that there will be some benefits to the public, especially in cultural
and informational matters and support for other important social processes. Some
media and some occupations subscribe to codes of conduct that promise compli-
ance with certain standards relevant to the accountability issues outlined.

Fulfilling the Tasks of an Occupational Role. It is obvious and not trivial that
the work of the media is largely carried out by persons with varied professional,
craft and creative skills and their activities can be treated as responsibilities, sub-
ject to accounting for performance. In this case, the primary form of accounting is
likely to be by way of either internal media management, or professional self-regu-
lation or peer group pressure and competition.

Meeting External Obligations. Responsibilities under this heading include all
legal and regulatory requirements that apply either to media in particular or to all
citizens. Some of the issues outlined earlier falling within the scope of this form of
responsibility, for instance in relation to defamation, incitement to violence, un-
dermining the justice system.

Having Causal Responsibility. A significant area of debate about media respon-
sibility relates to the issue of liability for harm caused to individuals or society in
general by some types of publication. The media here are treated in their capacity
as potentially powerful agents that can affect behaviour and attitudes, whether
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intentionally or not, giving rise to claims of harm. The media may be called to
account for inciting or condoning violence, lowering moral standards, causing panic,
reducing respect for authority and many other unwanted effects. The failure to
achieve certain effects, for instance in the sphere of public information, leading to
public ignorance, apathy or cynicism may be treated under this heading.

Having Moral Responsibility. While moral responsibility has been mentioned
above as a matter of the conscience of the many individuals in media, there is also
a collective aspect where it may be interpreted as responsibility, not for direct harm
but for general and long term consequences, usually unintended, of publication
practices. For instance racial prejudice, xenophobic attitudes, denigration of women
or undermining the democratic process might be attributed to systematic patterns
of bias or omission in news coverage over time. The responsibility for consequences
of this kind is unlikely to be accepted by the media, and cannot normally be dealt
with in the same way as liability for direct effects, but media are unlikely to escape
some attribution of responsibilities of this kind by their critics.

Meanings and Types of Accountability

Despite the overlap with responsibility it is possible to offer a distinct definition
of accountability, although several different paths for realising it in practice are
available. Pritchard (2000:2) defines it as follows: “Media accountability is the proc-
ess by which media organizations may be expected or obliged to render an ac-
count of their activities to their constituents.” He describes an account as “an ex-
planation of justification of a media worker’s or a media organization’s conduct.”
In this view it is a process which follows on from but it is distinct from the normative
prescriptions that comprise possible responsibilities. The process at its simplest,
according to Pritchard, is one of “naming, blaming and claiming.” A problem is
named (in terms of the accountability issues mentioned above); blame is attrib-
uted to some media content or organization; a claim is lodged for justification,
apology or compensation. An earlier version, by Christians (1989, 40) describes
accountability as a “reckoning properly requested and given, a statement explain-
ing conduct to legitimately designated partners.” Brummer (1991, 14) points out
that rendering an account has to be made to someone, for something, on the basis
of certain criteria and with varying degrees of enforceability. He also notes that the
partners in an accountability relationship are those to whom a promise is made,
those to whom a legal duty is owed, those who are affected by one’s actions and
those who have the power to affect oneself in return. In the case of mass media,
accountability can be owed at different levels, ranging from the individual com-
municator to the media organisation or even the institution, to the audience, cli-
ents, regulators, owners and those materially affected by publication.

The forms in which accountability is made are diverse, depending on the case
and the context. The media may employ or be required to undergo any of the
following means of accountability:

* Provision of information, reporting about performance and publishing audience
research;

* Voluntary response to claims and complaints, in the form of apologies or
explanations;

* Formal processes of self-regulation, involving some independent adjudication;



* Legal action in the courts;

* Submission to the judgement of the market, at the hands of audience or
advertisers;

e Public review, criticism and debate.

Accountability forms and procedures vary according to three main dimensions.
One is that of internal versus external procedures, although both are intercon-
nected. Secondly, there is a difference between voluntary and obligatory account-
ability although the line is not a sharp one, since a threat of compulsion may lead
to voluntary action. Thirdly, there is a difference according to the type of penalty
that might be involved (especially as between material and verbal penalties) and
the severity of application.

Liability Versus Answerability

Christians (1989, 36) distinguishes between three main “levels of accountabil-
ity, identified as those of liability, moral sanctions and answerability. The first re-
lates to circumstances where formal and defined obligations exist, along with pen-
alties for non-compliance. The second relates mainly to issues of moral or ethical
concern. Answerability relates to many issues and circumstances where claims or
complaints are made against media, calling for some explanation and debate al-
though no liability to respond exists. Leaving aside the case of personal moral re-
sponsibility, there is a marked contrast between a model of accountability based on
the idea of answerability and one based on liability. The former implies respon-
siveness to the views of all with a legitimate interest in what the media do, whether
as individuals affected or on behalf of society. Answerability may not achieve re-
dress or improvement, but it does reaffirm the norms appropriate to publication
and is consistent with principles of freedom.

The liability model mainly arises where harm is alleged and the media are
blamed, rather than in relation to quality of content and service. It involves a rela-
tion of conflict with partners to the communication relationship. Its intended out-
come is not explanation or reconciliation, but compensation or punishment and its
application involves compulsion, which media are free to contest, but must ulti-
mately submit to. The main differences between the two types of accountability,
each with its own typical accounting procedures is summed up in the contrasts
presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Two Accountability Models Compared

ANSWERABILITY LIABILITY

Social or moral basis VS. Legal basis
Voluntary Vs. Compulsory
Dialogue and debate VS. Formal adjudication
Cooperative relations Vs. Adversarial relations
Non-material penalties Vs. Material penalties
Reference to quality Vs, Reference to harm

These are two opposed ideal types, with a range of intermediate possibilities.
In any given case, there may be no freedom of choice, since a given type of ac-
countability may not be available at all (for instance there is no formal liability for
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failing to follow certain ethical rules) or may be the only one available (as where
legal regulations have to be enforced). However, in many cases where the liability
path is pursued, there is an option of proceeding by another route. The position
taken here is that the answerability model is generally the most suitable for deal-
ing with the main issues of accountability that public communication gives rise to,
even if it may be regarded as less effective and where formal procedures do exist,
as is often the case with public broadcasting.

The main reason for stating this preference is that answerability is most consist-
ent with freedom to publish, since it involves no threats or punishments (and thus
indirect censorship). It is also most consistent with a reasoned and principled de-
fence of any given act of publication and is more likely to lead to voluntary accept-
ance of responsibility and also to improvement of performance. Itis certainly much
more appropriate to the search for the adoption of positive goals of serving the
public good and likely to be more effective in this respect. It offers a way of solving
some of the dilemmas of free publication, which can cause offence and harm to
some, even when pursuing some public good, such as holding governments and
powerful institutions to account. It is the best way of dealing with conflicted com-
munication relations in the public life of society. The liability model depends at
root on a model of media power and causal influence that has limited demonstra-
bility and application.

It has to be admitted that contemporary conditions of media systems are not
very conducive to the applicability of the answerability model. Media are increas-
ingly owned by large and remote corporations that are not inclined, even if they
were able, to enter into meaningful dialogue with their audiences or those affected
by their activities. They are often not at all connected with the national society or
any local community. They obey such laws as apply, but are primarily governed by
the conditions and rules of the market place. This large qualification does not, how-
ever, apply to public broadcasting, for reasons given below. This theoretical analy-
sis can be concluded by reference to Figure 2, which summarizes much of the pre-
ceding argument in a single statement.

Figure 2: A Summary of the Argument

FREE MEDIA

have
RESPONSIBILITIES

in the form of obligations that can be
ASSIGNED, CONTRACTED OR SELF-CHOSEN

for which they are held
ACCOUNTABLE
(legally, morally or socially)

in the sense of either
LIABILITY or ANSWERABILITY
for harm caused for quality of performance




Implications for Public Service Broadcasting

Public service broadcasting is already the form of organisation of mass media
that is most directly accountable to society in most of the possible meanings indi-
cated. It was designed this way and this is a source of real benefits, especially a
degree of freedom from constraints of the media market, and a responsiveness to
the needs of society and of the audience that go beyond what the market often
permits or encourages. Whatever the issue involved, the accountability it offers is
both public and transparent in character and also enforceable and effective, be-
cause it is subject to operating conditions and can be legitimately regulated. How-
ever, the beneficial aspects of this situation are matched by some drawbacks, espe-
cially the limits placed on the freedom of communicators. These limits may be no
greater than those applying to market-based media, but they will also tend in a
different direction and have a different origin. The main issue that arises is whether
public broadcasting is actually more accountable to the people as audience or body
of citizens or the state or government. The more the latter, the less attractive the
form of accountability in place and the more in fact that it resembles the working
of the liability model outlined above, rather than the “answerability” model. The
position of this article is that the latter model is preferable on grounds of freedom
of communication and compatibility with the main virtues and benefits of free
publication. These include increasingly the chances of discovering and dissemi-
nating truth, by whatever definition, as well as widening the opportunities for
access to media and of diversity of communication for the audience.

We also need to take account of the purposes of public service broadcasting.
What are its objectives and justifications? What values is it meant to serve? Differ-
ent priorities apply in different places, but there is some consensus that it should
perform a number of positive informational and cultural tasks to an adequate level
of quality and that it should also provide access to and reflection of society in di-
verse or proportional ways. There is a potential for formulating and applying cri-
teria of performance in these and other respects and gaining compliance. There is
an increasing tendency in this direction as public service broadcasting is relatively
reduced in extent in the media system and called upon to perform relatively more
tasks on behalf of the public interest. There is a risk in this of applying very close
external supervision and eroding the limited freedom of broadcasters to carry out
their work in a professional and creative way, neither of which is very compatible
with the tendencies described.

The purpose of the early part of this article was to underline the view that pub-
lic service broadcasting is a valid and normal part of the contemporary media scene
and does not have to be treated as an exceptional case, even if it is clearly different
(for good reasons). It has also been argued that extensive obligations to society are
also entailed in the publication activities of “private” media. Benefits to society
that are expected from public broadcasting are also provided by these media, with-
out their needing to be subjected to detailed regulation, close supervision and
monitoring of every aspect of their activities. The greater potential for close moni-
toring of performance by public broadcasting is not a good enough reason for en-
gaging in it. This applies to plans to conduct detailed “audits” of content and serv-
ices. It is also worth underlining that “private” media are not free from responsi-
bilities.
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The exploration of the meaning of accountability was intended to show that
accountability is not inconsistent with freedom, when it is voluntarily accepted
and conducted in the form of dialogue and debate, with some mutual respect and
tolerance of differences. There is no reason why public service broadcasting should
not have considerable freedom, without serious loss of accountability potential
and some prospect of gain from the dialogue that ensues. It would be a pity to
saddle the most viable democratic form of mass media that we have with punitive
conditions that inhibit it from using the limited degree of freedom that it has.
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