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Arguing About the Essence of Public Service in Public Service
Media: A Case Study of a Newsroom Conflict at Slovak RTVS
Marína Urbániková

Department of Media Studies and Journalism, Masaryk University, Brno, Czech Republic

ABSTRACT
Although it is generally acknowledged that the raison d’être for
public service media (PSM) is to serve the public, there is much
less agreement about what the term specifically means. This
contribution, using a recent newsroom conflict at the Slovak
public service broadcaster Radio and Television of Slovakia (RTVS)
as a case study, explores how PSM journalists and managers
perceive and interpret the essence of public service in PSM, how
their interpretations differ from the academic and legal
framework, how diverse the understanding of public service can
be within one newsroom, and what consequences this variability
can have for the functioning of that newsroom. It shows that the
RTVS journalists’ and managers’ shared perception of PSM is
closer to the market-failure perspective than to a more
comprehensive democracy-centric perspective (Donders 2021).
They construct PSM mainly as an antithesis to commercial media
and see its value in the production of niche programmes and
genres that are important, although not popular. Although they
agreed in many aspects as to what public service obtains, the
differences in the notion of objectivity and proper power distance
were enough to cause permanent newsroom clashes and
struggles, and eventually contributed to a significant staff turnover.
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Introduction

Public service, which is the foundation for public service media (PSM), is a concept that is
used (and occasionally abused) by various stakeholders to assess, praise, or criticise the
functioning of PSM and to legitimise or delegitimise its very existence. Although it is
extensively discussed and examined by media scholars (e.g., Donders 2012; Donders
2021; Moe and Syvertsen 2009; Murdock 2005; Scannel 1990), much less is known
about how the concept is understood and articulated by the key actors whose everyday
jobs are to put it in practice: namely, the actual journalists and the managers of public
service media organisations.

This contribution uses a newsroom conflict at the Slovak public service broadcaster
Radio and Television of Slovakia (RTVS) in 2018 as a case study. Through 16 semi-structured
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interviews with journalists and managers from the RTVS newsroom it explores how they
perceived and interpreted the concept of public service, how their interpretations differed
from the academic and legal framework, how diverse its understanding was within one
newsroom, and what the consequences of this variability had on the functioning of the
PSM. The newsroom conflict started after the election of a new Director General in
summer 2017 and culminated in a wave of protest resignations and layoffs in 2018
(see Urbániková 2021 for details). Differing views on the nature of public service and
how best to fulfil it were identified by the actors of the conflict as one of the major
sources for the upheaval.

The contribution of this paper is twofold. First, it examines the concept of public service
from a rarely applied perspective. Typically, the scholarship on PSM takes a normative
stance and focuses on what public service and PSM could or should mean in a democratic
society and what its mission should be (e.g., Donders 2012; Donders 2021; Murdock 2005).
Or, it takes an institutional and policy perspective to focus on how PSMs behave as insti-
tutions (e.g., Larsen 2014; Moe and Syvertsen 2007) and how, and with what effect, they
are regulated (e.g., Hanretty 2011; Nowak 2014). This study adds to the scarce literature on
how the ideal of public service is constructed and interpreted by the key stakeholders. The
research so far concentrated on the audiences (Just, Büchi, and Latzer 2017; Lamuedra,
Martín, and Broullón-Lozano 2019; Lamuedra Graván, Mateos, and Broullón-Lozano
2020; Reiter et al. 2018) and PSMmanagers (Larsen 2010; Larsen 2014; Lowe and Maijanen
2019; Maijanen 2015). This article explores how the concepts of public service and public
service mission are perceived and interpreted by journalists and managers who work for a
PSM organisation. Since they are the ones who put the concepts into practice in their daily
work, their perspective is particularly important because it can inform their professional
performance and subsequently the content they create, which in turn shapes the
overall performance of PSM. Besides, who else but PSM journalists and managers
should have a clear idea of the essence and value of PSM such that they can explain it
convincingly to the public? Moreover, the paper shows how inherently different the
understanding of public service and the idea of its fulfilment in practice can be within
a single media organisation, and it demonstrates how damaging the consequences of dis-
agreement can be for a PSM organisation.

Second, this paper contributes to the under-researched area of PSMs in Central and
Eastern Europe (CEE). The literature on PSMs predominantly focuses on Western Europe
and only recently has started to look more intensely at other regions, including CEE
(e.g., Jusić et al. 2021; Milosavljević and Poler 2018; Połońska and Beckett 2019), with
attention mostly paid to the cases in Hungary (Bajomi-Lazar 2017; Polyák 2015) and
Poland (Chapman 2017; Węglińska 2021).

Public Service Media and Public Service in Journalism

Public Service Media Mission

The provision of a public service is the sole purpose of public service media. Not only is
it part of the actual name, but the public service remit is explicitly defined in legal acts
that govern PSM, and its fulfilment is regularly assessed and evaluated. What, then, are
the fundamental principles and core values of PSM? In addition to the legal perspective,
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there is an academic perspective and perspectives of the audience, PSM managers, and
journalists.

To the Reithian triad of “informing, educating and entertaining”, UNESCO (2005) added
additional roles and functions: providing access to participation in public life; promoting
access to culture; fostering interactions among citizens; serving the interest of people as
citizens rather than as consumers; contributing to social inclusion; and the strengthening
of civil society. The European Broadcasting Union, an alliance of PSM organisations that
represents the managerial perspective, set out six core values for PSM: universality, inde-
pendence, excellence, diversity, accountability, and innovation (EBU 2014). Other
elements frequently mentioned in the academic literature include the provision of
plural and quality information; the provision of open access to information and the
actions of power holders; the provision of interpretations and explanations; the cultiva-
tion of an informed and enlightened democracy; the support of domestic culture and cul-
tural cohesion (Lamuedra, Martín, and Broullón-Lozano 2019; Lowe and Maijanen 2019;
Murdock 2005; Scannel 1990).

On a more conceptual level, according to Schweizer and Puppis (2018), media laws and
decrees typically include three elements of PSM remits: genres; goals and functions; and
the characteristics of journalistic practice. Even more broadly, Donders (2021) recognises
two models or perspectives on PSM: a market failure and a democracy-centric perspec-
tive. According to the market failure view, PSM should provide only the services that com-
mercial media companies do not sufficiently deliver (e.g., domestic children’s content,
documentaries, local news, investigative journalism), and thus limit its scope to niche ser-
vices. The democracy-centric perspective assumes that PSM is at the core of democracy
and is a valuable asset to society that contributes to the realisation of a public sphere
that is accessible to all. From this perspective, PSM should not limit its services to those
not readily available on the market. Rather it should, regardless of profit, provide citizens
with equal access to high-quality information, education, and entertainment. While the
market-failure perspective can be linked to the perception of broadcasting as a public
good that should be provided as long as audiences consume it, the democracy-centric
perspective is such that broadcasting is a merit good that should be provided regardless
of consumption patterns (Ali 2016; Donders 2012).

Although much has been written about how the PSM mission is understood by media
theorists and set out in legal acts and documents issued by international organisations,
surprisingly little is known about how the idea of public service is perceived and inter-
preted by the key stakeholders — namely, the PSM staff (journalists and managers)
who are responsible for putting this idea in practice, and the public whose interest
PSM should fulfil. Regarding the public’s perspective, studies from Switzerland (Just,
Büchi, and Latzer 2017), Austria (Reiter et al. 2018), and Spain (Lamuedra, Martín, and
Broullón-Lozano 2019; Lamuedra Graván, Mateos, and Broullón-Lozano 2020) show that
people appreciate the PSM concept and consider it highly important but they are not
satisfied with how the national PSM actually fulfil the public service remit. When it
comes to audience expectations, citizens adhere to the traditional values of indepen-
dence, professionalism, and the provision of accurate and unbiased information
(Campos-Rueda and Goyanes 2022). In terms of performance attributes, a study from
Germany and the United Kingdom suggests that citizens prefer a combination of a
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small license fee and advertisements in exchange for balanced programming with a note-
worthy share of entertainment content (Lis, Nienstedt, and Günster 2017).

Several studies (Larsen 2010; Larsen 2014; Lowe and Maijanen 2019; Maijanen 2015)
focused on how the public service mission is defined by the PSM managers and how
they legitimise the PSM position. The results showed that the views of PSM managers
in Finland, Germany, Norway, and Sweden are, to a large extent, coherent with the
usual legal and theoretical perspectives on PSM: they see the public service mission in
developing and defending democracy; providing independent information; providing rel-
evant content for all; ensuring high journalistic standards; defending and creating
national culture; and sustaining national language and identity (Larsen 2010; Larsen
2014; Lowe and Maijanen 2019; Maijanen 2015).

Interestingly, almost no research attention has been paid to the perspectives of PSM
journalists. A rare exception is a questionnaire survey study by Ibarra and Nord (2013),
which shows that PSM journalists in Sweden and Spain share similar journalistic values
and newsroom practices with their counterparts in commercial media, but they are
more critical and concerned by increasing commercialisation and the decreasing
quality of journalism. To fill this gap, using RTVS as an example, this study will focus on
how journalists and managers understand and interpret the PSM mission.

“Public Service” in Journalism and Public Service Journalism

The provision of public service is not only the mission of PSM. It is also one of the basic
normative expectations of journalism, irrespective of whether it is practiced in PSM or
commercial media. Public service is one of the core ideal-typical values of journalism’s
ideology (Deuze 2005; Kovach and Rosenstiel 2001). As Deuze (2005, 447) puts it, “journal-
ists share a sense of ‘doing it for the public’, of working as some kind of representative
watchdog of the status quo in the name of people”. An orientation toward public
service (i.e., the belief that journalism’s function in society is to provide public service
and produce the news in the public interest) versus market orientation is one of the
key cleavages that indicates a different role orientation and, in a broader sense, journal-
istic cultures (Hanitzsch 2007). In this respect, empirical research mostly quantitatively
examines how journalists perceive their professional role and to what extent they see
their audiences as citizens (i.e., public service orientation) or consumers (i.e., market orien-
tation) (Hanitzsch 2011; Hanitzsch et al. 2019).

A different but related stream of literature explores how journalists (Hujanen 2009;
Jenkins and Nielsen 2020) and citizens (van der Wurff and Schoenbach 2014) construct
quality journalism (Lacy and Rosenstiel 2015), and to what extent journalists’ perception
of quality journalism align with the views of the public (Gil de Zúñiga and Hinsley 2013;
Loosen, Reimer, and Hölig 2020; Riedl and Eberl 2022; Tsfati, Meyers, and Peri 2006; Vos,
Eichholz, and Karaliova 2019). On a conceptual level, quality can be understood as a pre-
requisite for journalism to properly fulfil its public service role. Also, the quality of services
and output is an often-cited principle of PSM (Born and Prosser 2001), and this inherently
applies to journalism. In short, public service journalism (i.e., journalism in PSM) should be
quality journalism.

So what are the foundations of quality journalism? When confronting journalism the-
orists, practitioners, and public views (Deuze 2005; Hanitzsch 2011; Hujanen 2009; Jenkins
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and Nielsen 2020; Kovach and Rosenstiel 2001; Lacy and Rosenstiel 2015; Loosen, Reimer,
and Hölig 2020; Riedl and Eberl 2022; Tsfati, Meyers, and Peri 2006; van der Wurff and
Schoenbach 2014; Vos, Eichholz, and Karaliova 2019), several common values and traits
appear. Journalists expect (and are expected) to be the watchdogs, hold the powerful
to account, be objective, be neutral, be impartial, be fair, and report different views
and perspectives as completely as possible. They should disseminate important infor-
mation in a timely manner, provide the audience with analysis and interpretation of
the news, empower citizens to develop their own opinions, and motivate them to partici-
pate in public life. Transparency, independence, and the verification of facts also belong
to frequently mentioned principles.

A particularly contentious aspect of quality journalism is objectivity (with the related
concepts of balance, impartiality, neutrality, and fairness). This principle is even more
important for PSM journalism. PSM are publicly funded and tasked with delivering a
public service, so the requirement that their journalism be impartial and not favour or dis-
advantage any person, group, or opinion, is even more stringent. Similar provisions tend
to be explicitly set out in PSM laws and statutes: for instance, Article 3(3) letter (b) of the
RTVS Act provides that the RTVS programme should “provide impartial, verified, unbiased,
up-to-date, comprehensible and in its entirety balanced and pluralistic information on
events in the Slovak Republic and abroad for the free formation of opinions”.

Objectivity is a value that is notoriously difficult to define and operationalise. Its fre-
quently mentioned elements are the separation of facts from opinions; the presentation
of an emotionally detached view of the news; fairness; and balance, which involves giving
voice to both sides in a conflict (DeFleur and Dennis 1991). A more specific operationali-
sation is offered by Skovsgaard et al. (2013), who build on Donsbach and Klett (1993).
They accentuate four aspects of objectivity: a) no subjectivity (i.e., journalists should be
detached observers); b) balance; c) hard facts (i.e., accuracy, factuality); and d) value judg-
ments (i.e., journalists should not merely describe reality but they should make the better
position clear).

In their seminal work, Kovach and Rosenstiel (2001, 72) argue that objectivity should be
understood as “a consistent method of testing information” and “a transparent approach
to evidence” with the goal of preventing journalistic work from being distorted by bias.
They also point out that objectivity does not mean the absence of a point of view and
that balancing multiple points of view should never be a goal unto itself. In addition,
they warn that the original notion of objectivity was replaced by balance and the ten-
dency to measure the time and space devoted to each side, which can lead to distortion.
In short, the pursuit of objectivity should not lead to “false balance” (Brüggemann and
Engesser 2017). This would not only reduce the quality of journalism, but, in the case
of PSM, it would mean that such journalism would not fulfil its mission.

Public Service Media in Slovakia and the Newsroom Conflict at RTVS

Although independence and autonomy are among the key principles of the functioning
of PSM, without which its very purpose is threatened (Murdock 2005), PSM in post-com-
munist countries have repeatedly encountered serious shortcomings in this regard. RTVS
is no exception. It suffers from several caveats typical for PSM in the CEE region (Milosavl-
jević and Poler 2018). In particular, the lack of political independence and insufficient
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financial resources are two critical challenges for RTVS. Both personnel and financial
matters are controlled directly by politicians: the Parliament elects the Director General
and together with the Government decide on financial matters.

The low de jure independence of PSM enables politicians to exert their influence if they
wish. As the past years have shown, this has not been hypothetical. Throughout its
history, RTVS has repeatedly been used as a political tool, most flagrantly under Prime
Minister Vladimír Mečiar during his autocratic style of government (1994-98). This was
achieved through the dismissals of the Director General and the members of the PSM
Council, the appointments of loyal personnel, and subsequent mass dismissals (Gindl
1996). The independence of PSM in Slovakia was also widely discussed in 2007 after
the appointment of a new Director General, when 15 editors and reporters resigned in
protest against alleged interference in favour of the ruling coalition led by the Smer-SD
party (Vagovič 2007).

The most recent conflict at RTVS began when the Slovak Parliament elected the new
Director General of RTVS in June 2017. In April 2018, approximately 60 RTVS journalists
signed an open letter to declare their distrust of their superiors and describe the
working atmosphere as hostile and tense (“Otvorený list [Open letter]” 2018). By
summer 2019, approximately two-thirds of the TV reporters and editors had resigned in
protest, or their contracts were not prolonged.1

According to information published in the media, the dissenting reporters and editors
objected to several main points (Urbániková 2021). First, the selection of the new Director
General, both procedurally and personally, raised concerns about the future indepen-
dence of the Slovak PSM. In a secret ballot, the Slovak Parliament elected Jaroslav
Rezník, a person with a questionable professional track record (see, e.g., Transparency
International Slovakia 2015). He had alleged ties to the then-ruling Slovak National
Party, a nationalistic party with a pro-Russian orientation, which significantly helped to
push through his nomination.

Second, the managerial decisions of the new Director General amplified the concerns.
Soon after he took office, he appointed three former press officers from ministries and
state organisations to be top managers directly responsible for the TV and radio news-
casts. He disregarded that there could be a conflict of interest. In addition, the new man-
agement of RTVS decided to shut down its only investigative programme after it
broadcast a story critical of an organisation to which the new Director General had per-
sonal ties (see Urbániková 2021 for further details).

Third, and most importantly, the public statements of the actors of the conflict (the
RTVS journalists and managers) showed that both sides referred to the concept of verej-
noprávnosť when formulating their objections to the behaviour of the opposing party.
Verejnoprávnosť (noun) is a term that has no simple translation in English; the adjective
verejnoprávny is the Slovak equivalent of the German adjective öffentlich-rechtlich,
which is used to describe legal entities of public law and can be translated as public or
public service. Thus, the English term public service media translates in Slovak as verejno-
právne médiá (similar to the German expression öffentlich-rechtliche Medien). Verejnopráv-
nosť could then be loosely translated as the spirit and the essence of public service media;
in short, it is what makes public service media public service media. Its meaning mainly
draws on two theoretical concepts described above: the mission of public service
media and, from a more narrow perspective, public service in journalism.
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From a legal perspective, the definition of public service media and the specification of
its mission is stipulated by Act No. 532/2010 Coll., on the Radio and Television of Slovakia
(hereinafter “the RTVS Act”). Article 1(3) point (2) of the RTVS Act provides that in the
realm of broadcasting, public service means the provision of a programme service,
which is:

universal in its geographical coverage, offers a diverse range of programmes, prepared in line
with principles of editorial independence by qualified staff with a feeling of social responsi-
bility and which raises the cultural level of its listeners and viewers, provides space for con-
temporary cultural and artistic activities, presents the cultural values of other nations, and is
financed primarily from public funds.

While a general legal definition may provide basic guidance, it is up to the RTVS journalists
and managers themselves to interpret and implement it in practice. The stakeholders in
the conflict often referred to the concept of verejnoprávnosť (public service) in their public
statements. For instance, in an open letter to the public published in April 2018, nearly 60
RTVS journalists described the pressure they felt from the new leadership and claimed
that “verejnoprávnosť [public service] can be threatened” (“Otvorený list [Open letter]”).
In a public response to this letter, the new management stated that — paraphrasing
— many of these journalists have not yet reached the level of quality required for
public service media (RTVS 2018). One of the RTVS reporters responded in a Facebook
post that the problem is not that the RTVS journalists do not feel what verejnoprávnosť
(public service) is, but that what is happening at RTVS “has nothing to do with verejno-
právnosť [public service]” and it is “an emptying out of news coverage to dry information
that doesn’t make anyone angry” (Zuzana Kovacic Hanzelova 2018). Also, the head of the
news and current affairs section stated in an interview that the problem is “the style of
work and the perception of verejnoprávnosť [public service]” (Šimková 2018).

This study asks two research questions: 1. How did the RTVS journalists and managers
understand and interpret the concept of public service (verejnoprávnosť), specifically, how
did they perceive the PSM mission and PSM journalism? 2. What role did disagreements
between RTVS journalists and managers over the concept of public service (verejnopráv-
nosť) play in the newsroom conflict at RTVS?

Data and Method

This paper explores how the journalists and managers who worked for the Radio and Tele-
vision of Slovakia (RTVS), the Slovak nationwide public service broadcaster, perceived the
essence of public service (verejnoprávnosť) (i.e., how they interpret the PSM mission and
public service journalism), and how their interpretations differed from the academic and
legal framework. Furthermore, it examines the role that different conceptions played in
the newsroom conflict that started after the Parliament elected a new Director General
in 2017.

The clash between (some) reporters and editors, on one hand, and the new managers,
on the other hand culminated in layoffs and resignations of roughly two-thirds of the TV
newsroom by 2019 (Urbániková 2021). Although it affected both the radio and TV div-
isions of RTVS, the paper concentrates solely on the TV newsroom because the confronta-
tion was more intense and led to a higher staff turnover.
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As a broader methodological strategy, a case study approach— “an empirical method
that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) in-depth and within its real-
world context” (Yin 2018, 15) — was used to untangle the roots of the newsroom
conflict in RTVS. Initial insight into the case was gained through publicly available infor-
mation about the conflict (e.g., from media articles and interviews). This was sup-
plemented by two informal interviews with two RTVS reporters who took different
stances towards the conflict (i.e., one decided to leave in protest, the other stayed at
RTVS), which were conducted in the pre-research phase, and which served for the
initial mapping of the situation. Because the organisation chart of the RTVS newsroom
and the list of its staff are not publicly available, one of the RTVS reporters provided
the author with a list of RTVS reporters and editors (including whether they resigned,
were forced to leave, or stayed on); this information was then independently verified
by another RTVS reporter.

Based on the pre-research, the key groups of actors with different positions within the
RTVS newsroom and/or with different views on the conflict were identified. Purposive
sampling was then used to ensure that the participants were recruited from all of the rel-
evant opinion groups, and, where possible, to maximise the diversity of the sample from
the viewpoints of gender, age, position, and length of work experience. In total, I con-
ducted 16 semi-structured interviews2 with the five key groups of actors: the journalist
whose contract were not prolonged by the new management (1 participant); the journal-
ists who resigned in protest (4); the journalists who decided to stay at their jobs (5;
although, one of them resigned shortly after the interview); newly appointed managers
(4); and members of the previous management, who resigned (2). The years of experience
of the 5 female and 11 male participants ranged from 3 years to more than 20. With one
exception, none of the addressed participants declined the invitation to participate in the
research study.

The pre-research suggested that, in addition to other reasons, different perceptions of
public service (verejnoprávnosť) and different ideas about its proper fulfilment in practice
by RTVS journalists and managers were among the causes of the conflict. That is why this
study focuses on this topic. It is, however, part of a larger project conducted by the author
that aimed to explore the roots of the conflict in RTVS and its consequences, the forms
and types of perceived interference in journalistic autonomy, and the resistance strategies
the journalists used to cope with the perceived interference. Therefore, the interview
guide covered two main areas. First, it asked the participants to narrate the course of
events from the appointment of the new Director General in July 2017 to the present,
describe the course of the conflict, and identify its sources. Second, it included questions
about how participants perceived and defined public service in journalism, the PSM
mission, and objectivity, and how they believed these concepts were perceived by
other actors in the conflict. Specifically, the participants were asked how they perceived
the mission of PSM, how they saw the future of PSM, how they would explain to people
that they should pay a licence fee, and what journalism in PSM should ideally be like.

The participants were informed in advance about the topic of the study, and their
informed consent was obtained.3 To ensure anonymity in the following text, the names
of the participants were changed and their gender was randomly assigned when the
pseudonyms were created. The interviews were conducted face-to-face by the author
between July 2018 and September 2019. All were recorded, anonymised, transcribed
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verbatim, and subjected to coding in Atlas.ti. To analyse the data, I used thematic analysis,
“a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun
and Clarke 2006, 79). The coding and analysis process followed the analytic procedure
suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006): it started with becoming familiar with the data
and generating initial codes, continued with searching for themes (i.e., collating the
codes in potential themes) and reviewing the themes (i.e., including the creation of a the-
matic map), and ended with defining and naming themes, and producing the report. For
reasons of brevity, in the following text, the term “journalists” is employed to describe the
dissenting reporters and editors (who made up the majority of the newsroom).

Results and Findings: Untangling the Concept of Public Service

Before exploring how the journalists and managers working for RTVS understood and
interpreted the public service mission of their organisation in general, and public
service journalism in particular, the analysis starts with an examination of how different
understandings of public service contributed to the conflict.

Different Understandings of Public Service as One of the Sources of the
Newsroom Conflict

The interviews with RTVS journalists and managers supported the preliminary finding that
was suggested by the pre-research (based on publicly available information about the
conflict and supplemented by two initial informal interviews with two different RTVS jour-
nalists). Everyday life in the newsroom was affected by profound differences in how the
journalists and the new managers understood the public service and the quality journal-
ism that would fulfil the PSM mission. Several participants mentioned that this was at the
heart of the conflict:

This was the biggest stumbling block, that two worlds with a completely different notion of
objectivity and public service have clashed. This was the central core of all the conflicts. (Inter-
view with an RTVS reporter, February 2019)

The disagreement on the interpretation of public service (verejnoprávnosť) and public
service journalism that would fulfil the PSM mission led to frequent arguments on the
practical level over how to make the quality news: who should or should not be
quoted, when to include an “opposite” view or “balancing” quote, who can be considered
an expert source, who, on the contrary, should not be given airtime, and how to identify
certain events. Consequently, both sides accused each other of not knowing what public
service (verejnoprávnosť) was, failing to deliver it, and even threatening it, and of being
unprofessional, biased, and politically motivated. They used the reference to public
service to justify and legitimise their positions and to contrast it with their opponents’
(supposedly flawed) stance. For instance, one of the new managers suggested that the
opposing journalists “have no idea” what the difference between PSM and commercial
media is and what public service means.

I can feel the difference [between public service and commercial media]. It seems quite
important to me — some of them [the dissenting journalists] still have no idea — for
them [the dissenting journalists] to realise why they are working here and what the difference

JOURNALISM STUDIES 9



is. […] And that means that they have to understand […] what the public service medium is
and what the public service is in the conception of our broadcasting. (Interview with an RTVS
manager, September 2018)

The opposing journalists, on the other hand, saw the new managers’ conception of public
service (and of objectivity as one of its values) as fundamentally flawed. The interviews
with the journalists also suggest that the new managers used the rhetorical appeal to
public service as a tool to impose their vision of objectivity upon them:

The dispute over what is meant by public service escalated especially after [one of the new
managers] came up with the public service issue. He arrived, and at the very first meeting— I
saw him for the first time in my life at that moment — he introduced himself as a man who
was born with public service [verejnoprávnosť] in his blood and knows what public service
[verejnoprávnosť] is. He simply presented himself as the embodiment of public service [verej-
noprávnosť] in its material form. And, according to him, public service [verejnoprávnosť]
means that contradictory opinions should be presented side by side and given the same
space. This means that — and this is a quote — if I find six political scientists who say the
same thing, I have to find a seventh who will say something else and give him the same
space as the six. (Interview with an RTVS ex-reporter, October 2018)

Before a more detailed exploration of what the concept of public service (verejnoprávnosť)
meant for individual participants, both in terms of the PSM mission and PSM journalism,
several points regarding the extent of the newsroom conflict have to be made. None of
the interviewed journalists mentioned any experience of direct interference from the
management; what they perceived as pressure came in the form of everyday arguments
with their superiors and the need to justify what they considered as standard journalistic
decisions. According to the interviewed journalists, the new managers used several
measures to discipline them: excessive negative feedback; cuts on bonuses which were
otherwise paid monthly and were a significant part of their pay; sidelining; and involun-
tary reassignments to other positions and topic areas. These indirect tactics and forms of
pressure are notoriously difficult to research and interpret as the true motivation of the
main actors typically remains unclear. Nevertheless, as a result, around two-thirds of
the TV reporters and editors had resigned in protest, or their contracts were not pro-
longed. Also, several interviewed journalists mentioned that the clashes were often
somehow related to the Slovak National Party, its leaders, and their areas of its interest
— this bias has also been noted in the research reports by Newton Media (2018) and
Transparency International Slovakia (2019).

PSM Mission from the Viewpoint of the RTVS Journalists and Managers: Non-
Commercial and Catering to Minority Interests

Several RTVS journalists and managers stated that the dispute over the meaning of public
service (verejnoprávnosť) was at the core of the conflict, so it is important to know what
the individual actors understood by this term. In order to disentangle the concept, the
analysis focuses on two aspects: the perception of the PSM mission, in general, and the
perception of public service journalism (in the sense of journalism in PSM), in particular.
Interestingly, when asked about their perception of public service and PSM, some of the
participants reacted in surprise and labelled the question as “too complicated”, “aca-
demic”, or “theoretical”.
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Based on their responses and accounts, a classification scheme of what the actors per-
ceived as the essence of public service in PSM was inductively developed (Figure 1). In
their explanations, four elements of the PSM remit could be traced: values (i.e., the key
ideals to be promoted and developed by the PSM); principles (i.e., fundamental rules of
its operation); goals and functions (i.e., the aims and purposes that the PSM should
pursue and deliver); and the characteristics of the PSM content (i.e., news, current
affairs, other programmes). The perception of the values and principles on which PSM
stands and which it should promote determines how the participants understand its
the goals and functions, and all of these translate to how they envisage the desirable
characteristics of the PSM content.

In general, the RTVS journalists and managers largely agreed on the essence of public
service in PSM and mentioned similar concepts and elements when describing it
(although they did not always agree on their interpretations). There was almost universal
agreement on independence from market pressure as the key principle of PSM, together
with a strong focus on hard news content (i.e., information citizens need to make
informed decisions) and the production of programmes and genres for minority
viewers. On the contrary, none of the participants mentioned high-quality entertainment,
sports, or innovation. The rest of this section describes the four elements of PSM as seen
by the participants and analyses the differences between the two sides of the conflict in
their understanding of public service.

Figure 1. The essence of public service in PSM from the viewpoint of RTVS journalists and managers.
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The first aspect, the values behind the PSM concept, was surprisingly rarely discussed
by the RTVS journalists and managers. When sharing their perspective on PSM, very few of
them pointed out that PSM is essential for democracy and contributes to social cohesion.
Much more attention was paid to the second element, the organising principles of PSM.
Almost all the participants mentioned independence as the essential characteristic of
PSM; however, they focused primarily on independence from market pressure while inde-
pendence from political pressure was much less often discussed.

The biggest advantage of public service broadcasting is that it is paid by licence fees, that it is
not dependent on any sponsorship gifts, it is not dependent on any owner who may have
some economic interests. […] This is probably the biggest advantage - that we don’t have
to look at the circulation figures or rating figures. (Interview with an RTVS reporter, February
2019)

The third element to which some RTVS journalists andmanagers referred when explaining
their understanding of PSM (although rather rarely) were its goals and functions. Here,
the participants discussed the function of educating the public, providing information,
uniting society, and providing a common reference point. No participant mentioned
the last function of the Reithian triad — to entertain.

It [PSM] aims to educate society and encourage the better side of people. For example, in our
broadcast about the migration crisis, we firmly stood up for migrants and showed solidarity,
despite the protests of a large part of the public, and said that we should simply show these
people basic human emotions, such as solidarity and belonging. (Interview with an RTVS
reporter, September 2018)

The values and principles on which PSM stands, and its perceived goals and functions,
translate into the conceptions of its desirable content, the fourth element. PSM
content, both in the area of news and current affairs, and in the area of other programmes
and genres, was discussed in detail by the participants. Regarding the non-journalistic
content, there was almost universal agreement among the participants that PSM
should cater to minority audiences and interests. In line with the accentuated non-com-
mercial nature of PSM, the participants stressed that its benefit lies in the production of
specialised programmes for children, ethnic minorities, people with disabilities, religious
groups, and hobby and interest groups. At the same time, as PSM does not depend on
rating and advertisement, they noted that it can afford to produce non-commercial
genres, such as documentaries and cultural programmes.

I see it as a great advantage of public service media that other television [channels] do not
have, that we cater to minority audiences. […] Private, commercial media will simply never
cover the interests of minority viewers. That’s why I think that public service media should
exist. (Interview with an RTVS reporter, February 2019)

Contested Issues in the Understanding of Public Service Journalism: Power
Distance and Objectivity

In summary, when it comes to PSM values, principles, goals, and functions, and the
characteristics of its non-journalistic content, managers and journalists largely agreed
on the essence of public service in PSM. However, the domain to which they devoted
their attention, and where significant contradictions emerged, concerned the journalistic
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content. The RTVS journalists and managers discussed at length what public service jour-
nalism should look like. They used two strategies: they put it in contrast to commercial
television, and, less often, they focused on the characteristics of the quality journalism
that should be produced by PSM.

First, both the journalists and the managers stressed the non-commercial nature of the
public service news and current affairs programmes, pointing out that it should focus on
the hard news content and cover the topics that are relevant for the citizens, even though
they are not necessarily commercially attractive (e.g., foreign affairs, regional news, legis-
lation, environment, social topics, minorities). They also stressed that public service news
and current affairs are not, and should not be, affected by infotainment and tabloidiza-
tion, and they should be more factual and analytical, less shocking, less emotional, and
use a more conservative visual style.

Commercial media in recent years is just infotainment. They cover the topics in a way that
entertains the audience, and it goes at the expense of information. […] We [at RTVS] tried
to bring information without emotion. […] And even those topics — there are many
topics that do not get into the commercial media, but are important for people’s lives. (Inter-
view with an RTVS ex-reporter, September 2018)

In the comparison between the news and current affairs programmes in PSM and com-
mercial media, the first significant difference between the journalists and the new man-
agers in their understanding of public service emerged: focus on the activities of the
political representatives which could be understood as a part of the broader concept
of power distance (Hanitzsch 2007). One of the episodes of the conflict concerned the
practice of so-called compulsory figures (povinná jazda). In the slang of the Slovak journal-
ists, this term, borrowed from figure skating, describes news stories that simply must be
done according to the direction of the superiors even if they are journalistically not very
interesting. Typically, these stories uncritically cover mundane activities of the actors who
seek publicity and traction. The opposing journalists complained that the new manage-
ment forced them to produce such stories. One of the notable examples was the coverage
of the official state visits of Andrej Danko, the then-parliamentary speaker and chairman
of the Slovak National Party (the party that helped push through the election of the new
Director General). A couple of months after he criticised RTVS for not paying enough
attention to his international trips, RTVS produced a story that covered his state visit to
the Czech Republic and his speech in the Czech Parliament, including the final standing
ovation of the Czech MPs. The newmanagement declared that even though the coverage
of official state visits is not set out by law and it may not be commercially attractive, it is
one of the PSM’s roles.

Compulsory figures have always been here and always will be. Where else but in the public
service media should top politicians present their boring official trips that would never be
broadcast by commercial media because it will not bring them advertising and money.
And that is why it is the role of the public service media, which is also paid by the voters
of these parties. (Interview with an RTVS manager, September 2019)

Needless to say, none of the opposing journalists mentioned the coverage of the
mundane foreign trips of top politicians in their interpretation of the PSM mission.
On the contrary, several of them understood it as an example of a governmental PR.
The two sides of the conflict were deeply convinced of the correctness of their position
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and did not see any value in the perspective of the other. In general, the reporters cri-
ticised what they found to be an excessively subservient approach of the new manage-
ment towards the ruling politicians. According to them, in addition to the compulsory
figures, the loyal attitude was also manifested in the uncritical tone of some of the
interviews and discussion programmes in which the ruling politicians were not asked
uncomfortable questions. Instead of being loyal to the political representatives, the
opposing journalists stressed that PSM should scrutinise the powerful and act as
watchdogs.

In my opinion, it [the conflict] is about how to look at public service media and its overall role.
I think they [the new management] got stuck in time, and they still think that public service
television is supposed to be a medium in service of governmental circles and that this is
encoded in their DNA. […] That they do not think of it as of a sovereign entity. (Interview
with an RTVS Reporter, September 2018)

Second, besides the non-commercial nature of PSM news and current affairs programmes,
the RTVS journalists and managers pointed out that another of the key PSM features is the
production of quality journalism. In their view, PSM news and current affairs should give
space to a wide range of opinions and perspectives and that it should be balanced, objec-
tive, independent, and aimed at seeking the truth. Less often, the journalists and the man-
agers mentioned that the quality journalism produced by PSM should scrutinise the
powerful, provide citizens with information necessary to make informed decisions, be
understandable for the widest possible audience, focus on facts and analysis, and be rig-
orous in fact-checking.

In my opinion, we should seek the truth and bring reliable information, of course, true infor-
mation, as comprehensively as possible to the widest possible audience, so as to increase the
ability— by members of that audience— to make competent decisions about their lives and
their electoral decisions. […] And different opinions should be given space. (Interview with an
RTVS ex-manager, October 2018)

The perception of quality journalism is the second realm where profound differences
between the opposing journalists and the new managers appeared. Specifically, objectiv-
ity proved to be the stumbling block. Although both sides of the conflict agreed that
being objective is one of the vital features of quality journalism and it is essential for
public service news and current affairs programmes, they differed significantly in their
understanding of this concept. On the one hand, the new managers claimed that the
opposing journalists were too one-sided, too focused on their truth, and at times failed
to give space to all the opinions.

We insisted on objective and balanced reporting. That means that if I quote a left-wing
analyst, I should also give space to a right-wing perspective. And they didn’t want to do
that. They refused to do it because they know where the truth is. They know what the
report is supposed to look like, what’s right, and they’re going to broadcast it that way. (Inter-
view with an RTVS manager, September 2018)

The opposing journalists found the newmanagers’ perception of objectivity too simplistic
and mechanistic, and labelled it as “fake”, “formal” or “artificial”. In their interpretation, the
newmanagers wanted them to give each opinion and perspective equal space, regardless
of its truthfulness or relevance.
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The current management professes the so-called formal objectivity, an example of which is
the famous five minutes to Jews, five minutes to Hitler, and the listeners, the viewers,
should make their own opinion. (Interview with an RTVS reporter, February 2019)

The opposing journalists pointed out that the inclusion of as many opinions as possible,
however marginal they are, contributes to the erosion of facts and truth, and it feeds into
the notion that there is no truth. Moreover, they argued that by its very nature, such
reporting cannot be too critical, which probably suits the politicians in power. In their
interpretation, objectivity does not only entail balance but also truthfulness, factuality,
context. According to them, journalism and especially public service journalism should
be fair and balanced, it should be critical, assess and select sources, provide context,
check the facts, and attempt to find the truth.

Several examples can illustrate the disagreement. For instance, several interviewed
journalists mentioned that after one of them made a TV story based on an international
research study on pro-Russian propaganda, the Russian disinformation campaign, and
hybrid threats in the countries of Eastern Europe, the leadership sharply criticised him
for not giving space to the “other side” – the representatives of the Russian Federation,
even though the Slovak Prime Minister himself had already stated the existence of
these threats.

Another example could be the anti-government protests that took place in 2018 in the
wake of the murder of the journalist Ján Kuciak and his fiancée Martina Kušnírová. The
murder sparked the biggest anti-government protests since the Velvet Revolution in
1989 (more than 120,000 people gathered in various Slovak cities to demonstrate) and
culminated with the resignation of Prime Minister Robert Fico and his cabinet. Several
interviewed journalists mentioned that the new management instructed the reporters
who were covering the demonstrations to include the voices of ordinary people who
did not take part in the protests so that the opinion of the “other side” could also be
heard. As one of the interviewed journalists described, they found it absurd and did
not comply:

For example, during yesterday’s protests, they [the management] came up with the idea that
we should go into the side streets and reach out to people who did not go to demonstrate to
the main square. So that we could have a second opinion. My colleague and I laughed about
it and agreed to say that it was not possible. (Interview with an RTVS reporter, February 2019)

As a result, since the disagreement often arose in relation to the coverage of political
topics and issues, both sides accused each other of failing to fulfil the public service
mission, unprofessionalism, and suspected political bias.

Discussion

The analysis of how RTVS journalists and managers perceive the PSM mission and public
service journalism provides at least two interesting findings that are worthy of further dis-
cussion. First, their perception of the PSM mission proved to be surprisingly reductive. To
start, when it comes to the basic principles on which the PSM and its functioning should
be based, both the managers and the journalists mostly mentioned independence from
market pressure, but rarely referred to independence from political power, despite RTVS’s
recurring problems with political pressures. Also, they tended to describe the purpose and
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the position of PSM mainly in contrast to commercial media and not so much in contrast
to state or state-fundedmedia, even though RTVS was created by the transformation from
a state-owned media organisation after the change of the political regime in 1989, and
anecdotal evidence suggests that some members of the public (and even some poli-
ticians) still do not fully distinguish between the concepts of the state and public
media. This could be explained by the fact that, as there are currently no state media
in Slovakia, the only competitors for RTVS are commercial outlets. Nevertheless, given Slo-
vakia’s communist history and its long tradition of state media, and given that political
pressure and the lack of political independence is such a widespread caveat typical for
PSM in the post-communist countries (Milosavljević and Poler 2018; Šimunjak 2016),
failing to stress the political independence of PSM when explaining this concept seems
to be a missed opportunity.

A rather narrow understanding of the PSM mission on the side of the RTVS journalists
and managers is also evident from the comparison of their perceptions with the
definition of PSM in the scholarly literature and the legal framework. Although in
many aspects their views are coherent with the usual legal and theoretical understand-
ing of PSM, several important differences appear. Besides the complete omission of
entertainment, the last part of the Reithian triad of “informing, educating and entertain-
ing” which is also stated in the RTVS Act, surprisingly few journalists and managers
stressed that PSM news and current affairs should scrutinise the powerful, and none
mentioned the provision of interpretations and explanations, even though these are
considered to be at the core of the PSM remit (Murdock 2005). Also, the aim of devel-
oping national identity and preserving national culture that is captured in the RTVS
Act, and that was also identified as an essential element in the public debate on PSM
in Norway (Larsen 2014) and as an aspect that is important to the German, Swedish,
and Finnish PSM managers (Lowe and Maijanen 2019), was not mentioned by the
Slovak participants. In addition, the RTVS journalists and managers overwhelmingly
emphasised output rather than audiences when interpreting the public service
mission. Although this is understandable given their production role, it suggests that
the public itself (and its participation) is present rather indirectly in their conception
of public service mission.

To summarise, the shared perception of PSM from the viewpoint of the RTVS journalists
and managers seems to be closer to the market-failure perspective rather the democracy-
centric perspective on PSM (Donders 2021). They construct PSM mainly as an antithesis to
commercial media and see its value in the production of niche programmes and genres
that are important, although not popular. On the one hand, this could be explained by the
professional specialisation of the research participants. As they are all journalists or man-
agers responsible for news and current affairs programmes, it is likely that their con-
ception of public service stems from their everyday work, and their understanding of
the broader PSM remit, especially when it comes to culture, entertainment, and sports,
may be limited. After all, the characteristics of the PSM content, particularly public
service journalism, was the most widely discussed element of the PSM remit, while the
more abstract elements of PSM values, principles, and goals and functions attracted con-
siderably less attention.

On the other hand, such a narrow understanding of PSM in line with market-failure per-
spective is unnecessarily reductive and defensive, and disregards PSM’s broader
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contribution to a democratic public sphere. Also, it may not help much in convincing the
public that PSM is worth paying for and deserves protection from political pressure. In this
respect, who but the PSM journalists and managers should be able to convincingly
explain the meaning of PSM and its contribution to society? An Austrian study of
young people’s perceptions and valuation of PSM (Reiter et al. 2018) noted that their
knowledge of the meaning of the public value was shallow; this, to an extent, applies
to the Slovak PSM journalists and managers as well. This may be a consequence of a
long history of state-controlled media in Slovakia and the relative novelty of the PSM
concept.

Second, another area that deserves attention is the deep disagreement over some of
the core values of quality journalism, namely objectivity and power distance. In terms of
the four aspects of objectivity described by Skovsgaard et al. (2013), both sides of the
conflict agreed on the principle of no subjectivity. This is where the agreement ends.
The opposing journalists and the new managers disagreed on the importance of hard
facts simply because they disagreed on where facts end and opinions begin, and
whether there is such a thing as hard facts at all. This subsequently translated into dis-
agreements over balance and value judgments. Because the new managers tended to
hold agnostic views and because they were sceptical of the idea that it was possible to
know where the truth lay, they interpreted objectivity as giving equal space to all sides
of an argument and leaving the judgement up to the audience. At the same time, in
their view, it is not the role of journalists to suggest which side of a dispute has a
better position (e.g., in terms of truthfulness or relevance).

Thus, based on the interviews, it seems that the opposing journalists understood the
concept of objectivity in line with the usual definition used in journalism studies (Dons-
bach and Klett 1993; Kovach and Rosenstiel 2001; Skovsgaard et al. 2013), while the
new managers professed a rather limited understanding of objectivity and effectively
reduced it to balance, or, more precisely, to what Brüggemann and Engesser (2017) call
“false balance”. This shows that the notion of objectivity is not only culture- or country-
specific (Donsbach and Klett 1993), but it can also vary within a single newsroom.
When such a disagreement occurs in one newsroom, as this case study demonstrates,
serious conflicts can arise.

While the interpretation and implementation of the objectivity norm is undoubtedly a
matter of debate in journalistic communities around the world and the question of the
appropriate power distance is similarly contentious, the deep division within the RTVS
newsroom is striking. The lack of basic consensus on the fundamentals of journalism
points to the fragility of the journalism profession and the journalistic culture in Slovakia.
This may still be a consequence of the profound transformation that the Slovak media
system and journalism underwent after the change of the political regime in 1989.
Here is an example to illustrate the poor level, or rather the absence of serious pro-
fessional debate: while the BBC’s Editorial Guidelines are 220 pages long, with a 10-
page section on impartiality (BBC 2019), there is no similar document in the case of
RTVS. The RTVS Programme Staff Charter merely reiterates the legal provision that
RTVS should provide balanced and pluralistic information, emphasises the importance
of distinguishing between news and commentary, and states that all sides of an argument
should be given space (RTVS 2011).
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Conclusion

While it is hardly surprising that different actors have different views of what public
service means, one would expect the people whose job it is to apply this idea in practice,
such as the journalists and managers working for PSM, would share a basic understanding
of it. The case study of the conflict that took place in the Radio and Television of Slovakia
demonstrates what can happen in a newsroom where the journalists and their managers
differ significantly in how they perceive public service and interpret the PSM mission,
including PSM journalism.

This does not mean that their views were fully divergent. Especially when it comes to
PSM values, principles, goals and functions, and its non-journalistic content, managers
and journalists largely agreed on their perceptions of the essence of public service in
PSM. As the key features, almost all of them named independence from market pressure
and a strong focus on hard news content (i.e., the information citizens need to make
informed decisions), educational function, and the production of programmes and
genres for minority viewers. On the contrary, none of the participants mentioned high-
quality entertainment, sports, or innovation.

Public service journalism is the domain to which the RTVS journalists and managers
devoted the most attention, and where significant contradictions emerged. Despite
many similarities, the journalists and the new managers differed significantly in two
important aspects: the interpretation of power distance and objectivity. First, the oppos-
ing journalists suspected the new managers of being too subservient to the ruling poli-
ticians and complained, for instance, of having to cover mundane activities of the top
political representatives. The new managers considered such coverage to be a part of
the PSM mission.

Second, and more importantly, the opposing journalists and the new managers had a
profoundly different notion of objectivity (even though they referred to the same term).
While the new managers were inclined to see the role of journalists in giving equal space
to as wide a range of opinions (which are not illegal) as possible, the opposing journalists
argued that the relevance of these opinions must be assessed and confronted with facts.
In the view of journalists, if the news coverage is reduced to a simple overview of different
opinions, it leads to an erosion of truth and facts and prevents the media from fulfilling
their critical role. In short, a constant presentation of many different versions of reality
can be as dangerous as insisting on a single truth.

Thus, while the new managers and journalists accused each other of not knowing what
public service was, failing to deliver it, and even threatening it, the reference to public
service served more as a discursive figure and a rhetorical means to justify and legitimise
own position and contrast it with the opponents’ (supposedly flawed) stance. Indeed,
the core of the conflict concerned merely the interpretation of objectivity and the power
distance that are integral parts of journalistic culture (Hanitzsch 2007) and important
aspects of quality journalism. However, quality journalism is only one, albeit undoubtedly
significant, part of the PSM mission. Still, these disagreements were enough, together
with mutual distrust and differences in political views, to cause permanent clashes and
fuel mutual suspicions of being biased and politically motivated, and eventually led to
protest resignations and dismissals of two thirds of the TV newsroom.

18 M. URBÁNIKOVÁ



The good news, however, is that both sides of the conflict clearly embraced the concepts
of public service and public service media. Although the RTVS journalists and managers
differed in their understanding of the selected aspects of public service journalism,
public service was clearly a value held dear by all of them, and the interviews suggest
that the discursive references to it were genuine and sincerely meant. None of the positions
and interpretations could be understood as a blatant rejection of what the concept stands
for or as an inclination towards the notion of state or government led PSM (even if the new
managers seem to place less importance on the critical watchdog role). For Slovakia, a
country with a long history of state media, this is no small item.

Notes

1. The proportion of the reporters and editors who resigned or did not have their contracts pro-
longed was calculated on the basis of data obtained from a source at RTVS who provided the
author with a list of names of RTVS reporters and editors (including whether they resigned,
were forced to leave, or stayed on); this information was then independently verified by
another RTVS reporter.

2. Three of the 16 interviews were conducted by the author in collaboration with Jaromír Volek,
whom the author would like to thank for his help.

3. According to the rules of the ethics committee of the Masaryk University, ethical approval was
not required because the research project did not involve the use of biomedical techniques
or vulnerable research subjects.
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