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tence (Jacka, 2003) or its unlikely future (Tracey, 
1998), most of them are in favour of an active role 
of these broadcasters (Brevini, 2010; Debrett, 
2009; Suárez Candel, 2012), as reflected in specific 
case studies (Van den Bulck, 2008; Whittle, 2004), 
including Spain (Bonet, Fernández-Quijada, & Ri-
bes, 2011; Prado & Fernández, 2006), the home 
country of the organisations analysed in this study.

In general terms, research on technological in-
novation and media is still in its infancy (Storsul 
& Krumsvik, 2013). Its actual importance in the 
sector is not reflected in researchers’ interest, and 
the topic is clearly under-theorised. There are no 
established methodologies for its study and the de-
bate on alternative theories to approach the issue 
has arisen (Rogers & Sparviero, 2011). One of the 
few studies on innovation and public service media 
is that of Donders et al. (2012) on Flanders. The 
article joins government rhetorics on innovation 
and their derived policy actions through the public 
service media. The results illustrate how the tradi-
tional role of PSM as drivers of innovation and the 
neoliberal position in favour of market-led innova-
tion causes an “in the middle” position with few 
policy choices. More specific is Cunningham’s work 
(2009) on the innovation units created within Aus-

Introduction

For many years, public broadcasting was under-
stood as being associated with a particular technol-
ogy that facilitated the dissemination of messages 
in accordance with the one-to-many broadcasting 
model. In the analogue era, the pace of technologi-
cal innovation was slow and the arrival of FM to 
radio or colour images to television was not a trau-
matic experience for broadcasters.

Despite the fact that liberalisation and the ar-
rival of the private sector in broadcasting had little 
to do with digitalisation (Moe, 2007), the latter did 
represent a new angle and a set of new business op-
portunities, thanks to the packaging and delivery of 
content in different platforms. That is how technol-
ogy has acquired a prominent position in today’s 
broadcasting environment.

In the last decade, the central impact of technol-
ogy on broadcasting companies has also been re-
flected by increasing research interest on the topic. 
Public service media (PSM) are the operators where 
the attention has been focused on. While some au-
thors and organisations question the intense use of 
new technologies by a public broadcasting service 
(ACT, EPC, & AER, 2004), and even its own exis-

tralian and British PSM, focusing not only on tech-
nology but also on programming and audiences. A 
similar approach is taken by Medina et al. (2011) 
for the case of the Catalan public broadcaster, iden-
tifying some key features to innovation success: 
reasonable funding, effective leadership, coordina-
tion between old and new media, coordination be-
tween creative and technological personnel and the 
development of this strategy not through an inter-
nal innovation unit, but rather through a separated 
company. 

The main aim of this article is to study the re-
lationship between technological innovation and 
public service media by means of a Spanish case 
study. The selected cases are those of Radio Tele-
visión Española (RTVE), Corporació Catalana de 
Mitjans Audiovisuals (CCMA) and Radio Tele-
visión de Andalucía (RTVA). The first is the na-
tional public service broadcaster whereas the two 
latter ones are the PSM organisations of the two 
most populated regions – Catalonia and Andalusia; 
they have the biggest budgets, the highest number 
of employees and the most comprehensive array of 
services among the thirteen Spanish regional pub-
lic service media organisations (Table 1). We are 
dealing, then, with a strategic choice, which, at the 
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same time, reinforces the external validity of the 
case study (De Vaus, 2001).

As innovation can be studied from multiple per-
spectives, the focus of this article lies on two specific 
issues: first, the relationship between technological 
innovation and PSM remit; second, the manage-
ment of innovation within these organisations. The 
research questions that guided this research were 
intentionally general:

(RQ1) What is the role of innovation within public 
service media organisations vis-à-vis what it should 
be by law?

This first question deals with the differences be-
tween the role assigned to innovation within PSM 
by regulations and norms and its actual role as seen 
by the managers responsible for their daily opera-
tion.

(RQ2) How do public service media manage techno-
logical innovation within the organisation?

This second question focuses on actual and ba-
sic operative practices within the innovation units, 
such as their organisation, their links to other units 
within these operators, their relationships with ex-
ternal stakeholders, etc.

Table 1.

 Selected cases (2012 data)

PSM organisa-
tion

Population 
served (mil-

lions)

Budget 
(€ million)

Staff (FTE) TV Services Radio Services

RTVE 46.8 937.2 6,319 6 channels 6 stations
CCMA 7.5 348.4 2,571 4 channels 10 stations
RTVA 8.4 219.7 1,567 2 channels 4 stations

Sources: Instituto Nacional de Estadística for population (01/01/2012), broadcasters’ annual reports.
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Theoretical framework: PSM and 
innovation

In the field of media, public service (originally lim-
ited to radio and television activities) has usually 
been defined by means of identifying a set of values 
and objectives that were attributed to the provid-
ed contents (what), to the operators of the service 
(who), to their performance (how) and to the avail-
ability/reach of the offer (where, whom). In addi-
tion, the definition has often included the societal 
functions to be played by public service. These are 
connected with the expected effects and impact re-
sulting from the achievement of the values and ob-
jectives mentioned.

In the last two decades, innovation has emerged 
as one of the most recent values assigned to these 
organizations. Thus, the current debate concerning 
public service in the media is essentially focused on 
their operational limits and the impact of PSM on 
the market. The major conflict not only includes 
the release of additional television or radio chan-
nels, but also especially the use of new distribution 
platforms such as the Internet and the develop-
ment of online and mobile services.

The discussion arises because of the different 
and even opposite expectations that both public 

and commercial players have with regard to their 
opportunities for development in the new media 
context. Commercial operators consider that new 
online and mobile services belong exclusively to 
their scope of activity. These are seen as their natu-
ral development areas and essential sources of new 
revenues, which will guarantee the viability of their 
businesses in a more fragmented and abundant 
market where competition and income evolve in-
versely. Consequently, the provision of those ser-
vices by public operators is considered by commer-
cial operators as a major barrier for the health and 
growth of their business.

On the other hand, public service media have 
been innovators and pioneers for many years 
(Ariño & Ahlert, 2004; Jakubowicz, 1999; Nissen, 
2006) and consider they are justified in using new 
technical tools to reach the citizens they serve. As 
they are not constrained by economic (profit) re-
sults and/or other market interests, public media 
have been “flag-ships” of innovation and they have 
contributed to the deployment of new technologies 
and to the creation of new contents and formats 
(Debrett, 2009).

The organisational changes currently experi-
enced by PSM are the result of their adaptation to 
changes in the market in the form of new technolo-

gies, new services, new competitors and new audi-
ence behaviours. The management of this process 
reveals a degree of tension between the public in-
terest of their activities and the need to efficiently 
allocate the increasingly limited financial resources 
at their disposal. It is the well-known organisa-
tional ambidexterity (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008; 
Raisch et al., 2009), or the need to balance prod-
uct and service innovation (exploration) and inte-
gration to achieve greater efficiency (exploitation) 
(Baumann, 2013). At the organisational level, this 
poses the “central problem of balancing the gains 
and costs of synchronising the structures of fully or 
partially autonomous organisational units in a sit-
uation of complexity and uncertainty” (Baumann, 
2013, p. 81). Innovation units tend to autonomy 
in order to avoid the everyday life constraints but 
at the same time some coordination is needed in 
order to integrate their contributions and avoid ex-
cessive isolation.

In this dual scenario, innovation has quickly be-
come a must in public service narrative; for exam-
ple, it is one of the six core values of PSM as defined 
by the European Broadcasting Union (EBU, 2012). 
Innovation is also the new narrative for public me-
dia in the proposal by Goodman (2013, p. 214), es-
pecially in the United States, where “the principle 
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Method

The article is based on a literature study, document 
analysis and in-depth interviews with practitio-
ners. The literature review allowed for establish-
ing the state of the art of the topic, identifying the 
main gaps. The document analysis consisted of the 
review of legal acts and policy documents from the 
national and regional governments of Catalonia 
and Andalusia. This included all of the laws related 
to the broadcasting sector and the so-called Infor-
mation Society issued from the 1980s: from Eu-
ropean to national and regional policy documents 
and from innovation – often together with science 
– to broadcasting. In all of these documents, refer-
ences to the term “innovation” were searched, with 
a view towards trying to understand its definition 
– if available –, its broader context and its relation-
ship to media.

After that, and taking the public service broad-
casting theories as the main theoretical framework, 
together with that of technological innovation, the 
views of the top managers of innovation issues in 
those organisations were explored through a series 
of nine semi-structured interviews (Table 2). In-
terviewees included both engineering and content 
management profiles; all of them were responsible 

narratives for public service media can all be char-
acterized as market failure stories”. 

However, innovation is not a comfortable term 
for most PSM institutions; it is a relatively new 
idea to cope with and no standards have been set 
regarding its implementation within these organ-
isations despite the consumer-centered public val-
ue tests developed for innovative services in some 
countries (Donders & Moe, 2011).

As can be seen, innovation seems to mean many 
different things. In this paper, the focus is on the 
process of content production and distribution 
within public broadcasters and the structural con-
ditions around it. Given the specific conditions of 
this kind of organisations and their special social 
responsibility, the analysis can help to deepen their 
role and empirically dig further into how it is being 
shaped by practitioners.

for new technological development within their 
organisations. Except one done by telephone, all 
interviews were conducted face-to-face by two in-
terviewers and took approximately one-and-a half 
hours. All were held between March and May 2012 
in the facilities of these organisations in Madrid, 
Barcelona and Seville. The questionnaires of the 
interviews were organised around four areas: the 
nature of innovation within PSM, the institution-
alisation of innovation, the interaction between the 
engineering and the content branches of those cor-
porations, and external partnerships.

The design of this analytical model is some-
what different from the earlier work of Donders, 
et al. (2012), its clearest point of reference. First, 
it focuses on the views of top managers of innova-
tion within PSM organisations and not on all of 
the stakeholders. Second, the geographical scope 
is different; although Spain and Flanders are usu-
ally considered part of the same European public 
service broadcasting tradition, the late transition 
to democracy in Spain, with respect to other West-
ern European countries, has marked the shape 
and attitude of public broadcasting in this country 
(Fernández-Quijada & Arboledas, 2013). This is 
clearly reflected in the resources allocated to public 
service media: according to the most recent data of 
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the EBU (2014), Spain had the lowest percentage 
of GDP (0.08%) devoted to its national public ser-
vice media in Western Europe, and ranked 37th of 
41 markets across Europe. Meanwhile, Belgium’s 
spending on its PSM organisations (0.20% of the 
GDP) ranked it in the 15th position in the same 
ranking. Third, academic research into technologi-
cal innovation in broadcasting is still limited and, 
as in the aforementioned article, usually focuses on 
single case studies, thus leaving very little room for 
comparative research. In this article, a compara-
tive approach is adopted among different media 
organisations within a single country. Moreover, 
both studies share the interest to join political dis-
course on public service and innovation with real-
life practices of these media. In this sense, the aim 
of this article is to shed new light on this topic and 
contribute to the broader debate concerning inno-
vation and public service broadcasting. Addition-
ally, this article offers one of the first approaches 
to innovation within public service media organisa-
tions in Spain.

A final methodological consideration must be 
stated. As the methodological design of this re-
search included interviews with practitioners who 
were not always familiar with the theoretical dis-
cussion on innovation, an operationalisation of 

Table 2. 

Innovation managers interviewed

Expert PSM Unit Position Place Date
Ignacio Gómez RTVE Rtve.es Entertainment Contents 

Director
Barcelona 15/03/12

Ferran Clavell CCMA TVC Head of Interactive Services 
at TV3

Esplugues de 
Llobregat

16/03/12

Marc Vicens CCMA Catalunya 
Ràdio

Innovation Director Barcelona 05/04/12

Amadeu Gassó CCMA TVC Head of Operations and 
Production

Sant Joan Despí 10/04/12

José Enrique Zamorano RTVA RTVA Technical Director Seville 20/04/12
Ricardo Villa RTVE Rtve.es Interactive Media Director Madrid 16/05/12
Charo Marcos RTVE Rtve.es News Contents Director Madrid 16/05/12
Pere Vila RTVE _ Planning and Technological 

Innovation Director
Pozuelo de 
Alarcón

16/05/12

Antonio Manfredi RTVA _ Interactive Media Director Seville (by 
phone)

18/05/12
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Background: innovation and 
communication policy rhetoric

The relation between technological innovation 
and public service media should bear in mind the 
broader context of national and regional public 
policies; not only broadcasting policies but also 
more general Information Society policies should 
matter (Harrison & Wessels, 2005). In policy and 
regulation documents, innovation and media start-
ed to appear together in Spain in the first decade 
of this century. That is, innovation as a concept is 
usually linked to technology and, basically, to digi-
tal technology, Internet and telecommunications 
networks; in economic and social terms, it often 
appears alongside modernisation and the creation 
of employment, wealth and social welfare as defin-
ing norms. 

A common political decision makes quite evi-
dent to what extent innovation becomes a main-
stream idea: in that decade, the term “innovation” 
was included in the name of some government 
departments in Spain (in 2008), Catalonia (since 
1980) and Andalusia (in 2001), stating that its aim 
was to propel the economy and change the produc-
tion model of the Spanish economy, from the tradi-

tional one based on construction, tourism, etc., to a 
new one, that of the Knowledge Society.

In the broadcasting sector, the different norms 
and corporate documents studied do not define in-
novation. Often, it is not clear if they are referring 
to technological or content innovation, so the con-
cept entails a lot of ambiguity. 

Given its importance, it may be expected that 
innovation appears in the main regulatory docu-
ments. That is not always the case and sometimes 
the concept simply cannot be found in basic norms 
like the General Audiovisual Communication Act of 
2010 (BOE, 2010), the keystone of current Spanish 
broadcasting policies.

It is easier to find innovation as an access path 
to the Information Society, related to the dissemi-
nation of ethical values as a public service remit 
and commonly linked to content innovation. For 
example, it is mentioned in some recent laws for 
regional media, in the corporate sites of PSM or-
ganisations, in some style handbooks of the same 
broadcasters and in two specific laws: one in Cata-
lan audiovisual media (DOGC, 2005, e.g. articles 
26-3.k, 111-2.d and 124.b) and the other of Spanish 
public service media RTVE (BOE, 2006, article 3.2-
p; BOE, 2009, article 9.1-j).

this concept was seen as necessary. In this context, 
while the daily work of these practitioners was fo-
cused on developing new products and services, 
this research project was oriented towards their 
daily practices in the development of these new ser-
vices. This made it quite obvious that the classic di-
chotomy between product innovation and process 
innovation could be useful, and so this framework 
was used when approaching the informants (Eu-
ropean Commission, 2004; Fagerberg, Mowery, & 
Nelson, 2005; OECD, 1995).
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The measures adopted in the last two decades have 
allowed for a positive development of the Spanish 
innovation system although some problems still re-
main: the dispersion of competences between dif-
ferent government bodies, the limited participation 
of private companies in public R+D programmes 
and the difficult transfer of results from research 
to market (Benavides Velasco & Quintana García, 
2008). It seems difficult to overcome these prob-
lems with the current economic-crisis scenario. Ac-
cording to ICONO (R+D+I Spanish Observatory)1, 
the Spanish budget in R+D grew until 2009, when 
it reached its peak, and then it decreased in 2012 to 
levels similar to those of 2005-2006.

1  http://icono.fecyt.es/indicadores/Paginas/default.
aspx?ind=3&idPanel=1.

At the same time, there are strong similarities 
in the definition of public service found in national 
and regional norms; they include its conception as 
an essential service, based on the promotion of plu-
ralism, identity and cultural diversity, with a broad 
range of programmes for any kind of public, cover-
ing all of their necessities through all the genres. 
Public service is also linked to digital technology 
and the Information Society. For example, RTVE 
has to stimulate digital and multimedia creation as 
a contribution to the development of Spanish and 
European cultural industries – e.g. BOE (2006), 
article 2.1 and 3.3 and RTVE (2007), article 30. 
With this aim, the corporation has to be an active 
participant in technological progress, using differ-
ent distribution technologies and developing new 
interactive services.

Taking the Lisbon Agenda for 2000 as a refer-
ence, in the last two decades innovation has gradu-
ally achieved the central position in Spain it already 
had in some neighbouring countries (Bonet, Arbole-
das, & Fernández-Quijada, 2013). In the context of 
European plans, specific programmes were devel-
oped in Spain, such as the Plan Avanza (Advance-
ment Plan, 2005-2010), the Estrategia Estatal de 
Innovación (National Innovation Strategy, 2010) 
or Plan Avanza2 (Advancement Plan 2, 2011-2015). 

Analysis: How PSM manage innovation

As has been seen, PSM are obliged by their remit 
– and above them, by the broadcasting laws and 
norms – to lead technological innovation. Howev-
er, the way this remit is implemented and managed 
varies among organisations, as can be observed in 
each of the areas of enquiry. RQ1 was focused on 
the role assigned to innovation within the PSM or-
ganisations analysed. The answers from the infor-
mants can be classified into three different areas: 
the consequences of including innovation in their 
remits, the culture of innovation developed within 
their organisations and, finally, the impact of bud-
get constraints.

First, all interviewees, except one, agreed that 
their organisations have a special nature and re-
mit. This last interviewee, with a content manage-
ment profile, affirmed that there was no distinction 
between public and private firms when referring 
to innovation, although he recognised that public 
companies have more possibilities since they can 
experiment with services that are not economically 
profitable.

In practical terms, this creates an internal cul-
ture around innovation. This means that innova-
tion is seen as something inherent to public servic-

http://icono.fecyt.es/indicadores/Paginas/default.aspx?ind=3&idPanel=1
http://icono.fecyt.es/indicadores/Paginas/default.aspx?ind=3&idPanel=1
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in Australia’s ABC (Cunningham, 2012), and it is 
confirmed by the experience of informants in both 
RTVE and RTVA. In this latter case, the content 
manager also mentions that once this internal cul-
ture has been created, previous concerns such as 
physical distance –RTVA staff is distributed in 10 
different buildings throughout the region– are no 
longer a problem. This view contrasts with a con-
tent manager from RTVE, who acknowledges that 
the fact of sharing facilities helps them to keep a 
more intense relationship with the Television De-
partment than with the Radio Department. An en-
gineer who manages innovation at RTVE goes even 
further and proposes that public service should 
lead the industry and help to generate technologi-
cal clusters around it: “It’s important to innovate 
because you help to develop your audience and 
the sector; you form well-prepared technicians for 
the country and if you’re able to organise this as a 
cluster, you’re also able to generate wealth for the 
country”.

All of these developments contrast with the fi-
nancial situation of these corporations. This idea 
emerged as the third factor to be considered when 
assessing the role of innovation within the orga-
nizations, all of whom have suffered sharp cuts in 
their funding since the economic crisis began: from 

es: “It’s up to us to push for certain things. I believe 
a pioneering role in certain areas is part of our 
DNA” (content manager, RTVE). Other managers 
expand this notion and consider that they also have 
an obligation to be a driving force of the techno-
logical industry, and some content managers high-
light that the term “responsibility” is linked to their 
public service remit. One interviewee, an engineer, 
also mentions “quality”. This is true for the CCMA 
(Corporació Catalana de Mitjans Audiovisuals), the 
organisation that, according to most of the inter-
viewees, has pioneered many of the innovations 
introduced by Spanish broadcasters. This vision 
from practitioners is consistent with scholarly re-
search, which in the last decade has demonstrated 
the innovative approach of this organisation to the 
new scenario characterised by digitalisation, con-
vergence and the development of new applications 
(Bech et al., 2010; Bonet, M., Fernández-Quijada, 
D., & Ribes, X., 2011; Fernández-Quijada & Forti-
no, 2009; Medina et al., 2011; Prado & Fernández, 
2006). CCMA managers admit that they have been 
able to promote an “innovation culture” within 
the organisation that even has led to “a line where 
you’re rapidly criticised when you don’t innovate” 
(content manager, CCMA). Other commentators 
have also observed this cultural turn, for instance 

2010 to 2014, the decrease in budget for the broad-
casters analysed went from 25.2% in RTVE to 34% 
in CCMA and 35.9% in RTVA, according to their 
annual accounts. The idea of what we suggest call-
ing low-cost innovation also appears when one of 
our informants in Andalusia mentions that “I don’t 
believe in expensive innovation, with a high cost… 
that’s not innovation”. This sentence clearly points 
out the financial pressure suffered by innovation 
units, which have reduced their ambitions: quality 
is still a goal, but value for money has become a ne-
cessity and cost savings a justification for develop-
ing new services.

In this context, there is increasing pressure to 
become efficient, and the traditional trial and error 
system commonly applied for testing innovation is 
under attack. According to one of the content man-
agers interviewed at RTVE, this is a mistake, since 
failure should be considered as part of the public 
service media contribution to other players in the 
market.

All of this conceptualisation of innovation 
within PSM organisations leads to the second re-
search question, focused on the management of in-
novation, that is, how technological innovation is 
assumed within the organisation. Here, five areas 
emerged as being relevant: the level of formality of 
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tify trends within the broadcasting industry. All 
of our informants also keep an eye on what other 
media, mainly international, are doing. This lack 
of formality is not always seen as negative, as one 
engineer at CCMA stated: “When you formalise too 
much, you become isolated”. A corporation’s col-
league who manages content explains that innova-
tion needs order, but also some chaos, to succeed. 
However, some time ago there was an Innovation 
Committee at CCMA, with an explicit methodology 
to develop innovation projects. This Committee 
disappeared in 2011 due to budget cuts and since 
then innovation appears by “spontaneous genera-
tion” (content manager, CCMA). The only current 
example of some formalisation is that of RTVE, 
which has the so-called Lab RTVE. There are four 
people permanently working in it (two IT techni-
cians, one journalist and one designer) plus embed-
ded journalists and producers for specific projects. 
In this Lab, ideas are welcome from every member 
of RTVE, who have the opportunity to pitch an idea 
to the Lab. One of its main aims is to blur the tra-
ditional boundaries between journalists, designers 
and technicians, which is a corporate differentia-
tion established throughout the years.

Another example of this non-formal appropria-
tion of technological innovations is the central role 

innovation, its relationship with the overall corpo-
rate strategy, the interaction between content and 
technology, the visibility of innovation and external 
partnerships.

In the first area, that of formality, the unani-
mous opinion is that innovation is basically non-
formal. There can be some planning for specific 
projects but, generally speaking, the importance 
given to innovation in the remit and public dis-
course is not translated into specific formal practic-
es. One possible explanation for this fact is given by 
a content manager at CCMA: “Our structures were 
made for making news, cutting tapes and driving 
mobile units, not for adapting our contents to new 
platforms”. This view reflects the fact that the three 
organisations analysed have a traditional, powerful 
in-house structure, and that path-dependence is a 
key concern and an object of debate: history shapes 
each medium and each organisation but also makes 
it harder to change workflows and manage human 
resources according to current needs arising from 
innovation processes.

This casual appropriation of innovation can be 
seen in actual practices. For example, there are no 
formalised processes to detect innovation in broad-
casting. Conferences and tradeshows are good 
events to keep in touch with innovators and iden-

played by people. Many of the innovations imple-
mented have arrived thanks to the determination 
of specific people. Two different profiles can be 
found at this point: first of all, that of managers 
who incorporated innovation into their discourse 
and their action. This explains why the Innova-
tion Committee was launched at CCMA and why 
RTVE was so laggard in developing strategy for 
Internet, which did not arrive until the Interac-
tive Media Department was created and put at the 
same hierarchical level as Radio and Television, 
thanks to the then President. The second profile is 
that of “techno-enthusiasts”, key people in every 
department who are early adopters of technology 
and act as change agents and promoters of differ-
ent technologies among their colleagues. One of the 
tasks of people at innovation units is to detect these 
technologists, guaranteeing more possibilities for 
the technology to succeed the internal level: “Our 
first mission is to detect who can lead, who has the 
willingness to overcome the obstacles of those op-
posed to change” (technical manager, RTVA). The 
reasons for opposing this constant innovation are 
mainly related to the fears of suffering “a cannibal-
istic process” (content manager, CCMA) through 
a loss of audience of their traditional programmes 
distributed through radio and television networks.
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Interactive Media Department – the three institu-
tions use the same terminology – at the same level 
as Radio and Television, the two traditional arms 
of these corporations. This internal organisation is 
recognised by the informants as essential to visual-
ise that new media are as important as traditional 
media, although the amount of staff involved and 
the budgets assigned are clearly below the other 
two departments.

People involved in these interactive depart-
ments are mainly journalists and producers, but 
one also finds IT technicians and even designers. 
Lab RTVE, then, would be representative of these 
profiles. People in these departments are also re-
sponsible for contacting and stimulating colleagues 
in radio and television services in order to develop 
and manage new services.

Fourth, the visibility of innovation within the 
companies also emerged as a relevant issue. One of 
the technical managers from CCMA interviewed for 
this research highlighted that technology has to be 
transparent, mentioning, “Our unit is not here to 
create technology for technology’s sake. We’re here 
but it’s fine if nobody talks about us”. This vision is 
similar to that of one of his colleagues within the 
same organisation, who thinks, “Innovation is re-
lated to the world of ideas, of thought, of commu-

nication, of schedules, of contents, of people and 
skills (…). Innovation in our field is not only related 
to technology, because technology has already done 
its work; it has led the process” (content manager, 
CCMA). In this sense, “technology helps to explain 
and to show the information… but it’s always a tool 
for our contents” (content manager, RTVE); or, in 
plain English, “innovating is doing what you were 
doing but using new technologies” (technical man-
ager, RTVE). At the same time, it “helps to rethink 
ideas constantly” (content manager, RTVE).

Paradoxically, once technology is seen as some-
thing more neutral and natural, it becomes more 
difficult for innovation to become visible, accord-
ing to a content manager at CCMA. Visibility is also 
a key concern at RTVE, where the perception of 
one of the interviewees is that much of their work 
remains hidden for top managers because televi-
sion is so big that it puts interactive services along-
side radio as an invisible medium (Lewis & Booth, 
1989). This content manager mentions one specific 
example that she thought would happen: the HD 
transmission of the Olympic Games would be much 
more commented internally than the 16 simulta-
neous streams they were planning to offer, which 
really represents a dramatic increase of the value 
delivered for the audience, especially for minority 

The second relevant area highlighted by the in-
formants was that of the attachment of innovation 
to the overall corporate strategy. At the institution-
al level, most of the innovation projects developed 
at all organisations analysed must be approved by 
the executive board or other relevant body. Also, 
due to the funding shortage faced by these corpo-
rations, some projects have been slowed down or 
directly shut down. In some cases, as in Andalusia, 
our informants talk about “missing opportunities”. 
Regarding institutional constraints, one engineer 
at CCMA mentions the need to balance mid-term 
strategic investments with everyday needs, espe-
cially when funds are decreasing.

More worrying seems to be the lack of an in-
stitutional strategy. As one technical manager at 
RTVE explains, technological strategy is linked to 
the overall group strategy and this changes with ev-
ery new chairman. Taking into account the politici-
sation of this traditionally short-lived position – an 
average of 2 years in the last 34 years – (Fernán-
dez-Quijada & Arboledas, 2013), some obstacles 
arise in the planning stage within this area. 

Third, another area of discussion was the inter-
action between the content and the technological 
branches of these media. In the three cases anal-
ysed, innovation is being developed within the 
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is not the case for RTVE, which buys technology 
but implements it with its own staff, nor for CCMA, 
which mainly relies on private firms, also in the 
implementation phase.

In the case of CCMA, and according to their 
idea to act as a driving force of the industry, the 
informants explained that they work with different 
universities and have even helped to develop new 
spin-off companies from them. The responsibility 
of public service companies in the management of 
public funds also move some small and medium-
sized enterprises (SME) away from these corpo-
rations, since suppliers must have strict – and 
sometimes costly – processes of certification and 
accountability which sometimes these SMEs can-
not afford. A second problem based on the public 
nature of these organizations emerged in the case 
of RTVA, since they are obliged by law to accept 
the cheapest offer received if it fulfils the minimum 
technical requirements. Obviously, this is not an 
incentive for the most innovative companies, which 
could push innovation far beyond expectations.

A last typology of partner that has recently 
appeared in this stage is that of multinational 
manufacturers of consumer electronics and soft-
ware companies. It is necessary to negotiate with 
companies involved in fields like connected TV, 

sports with low media exposure.
Finally, the area that emerged as central in the 

management of innovation was that of external 
partnerships. Interactive departments have been 
born in an era when the number of employees is 
decreasing, so the number of employees in these 
departments is limited. Much of the work is out-
sourced or developed through collaborations. All of 
the informants see these alliances as natural and 
as examples of public-private partnerships. One of 
these collaborations mentioned has been organised 
around research projects, those at the European 
level but mainly at the national level, for instance 
through Plan Avanza, the Spanish flagship innova-
tion plan. These partnerships also mean additional 
funding sources.

In the case of RTVA, two of the main partners 
are other public companies, Sandetel (Sociedad 
Andaluza para el Desarrollo de las Telecomunica-
ciones, i.e. Andalusian Society for the Development 
of Telecommunications) and Sadesi (Sociedad An-
daluza para el Desarrollo de la Sociedad de la In-
formación, i.e. Andalusian Society for the Develop-
ment of the Information Society). These firms are 
also owned by the regional government and offer 
services such as Internet hosting or corporate net-
works to all public institutions in the region. This 

videogames or Internet – YouTube and Facebook 
appeared frequently in most of the interviews – if 
these media want to offer their contents through 
these new outlets. Obviously, this involves less au-
tonomy for PSM and more negotiation power for 
manufacturers.

It is worth mentioning that the collaboration be-
tween different media does also exist. For example, 
RTVE and CCMA have collaborated and exchanged 
experiences. RTVE also gets support from the EBU 
as an active member of this organisation. However, 
these collaborations could be increased through 
other forums such as the association of Spanish 
regional public service media (FORTA, Federación 
de Organismos de Radio y Televisión Autonómi-
cos, i.e. Federation of Regional Organizations of 
Radio and Television). In this case, the difference 
in the size, budgets and even interest in innovation 
among its members has not helped them to share 
innovation practices.
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Technological innovation as a concept has pro-
gressively appeared throughout the last decade in 
the remit of all the organisations analysed. From 
the interviews, it seems clear that innovation has 
been assumed to be an integral part of the public 
service remit and of its discourse. Two practical 
elements can be distinguished as proof of this as-
sumption: first, the will to implement every type of 
technology that could be useful to the citizens they 
serve and, second, the adaptation of others’ work 
to the needs, goals and mission of a public service.

It is also worth mentioning the fact that nearly 
all of the managers acknowledged that the special 
nature of PSM and its remit guide their decisions. 
Perhaps, surprisingly, in a country where the pub-
lic service culture is clearly underdeveloped, values 
such as responsibility and quality are explicitly as-
sociated with technological innovation. This would 
make it easier for them to adapt to the require-
ments of a public value test if this tool were imple-
mented in the future.

Additionally, failure is recognised by practitio-
ners as a natural part of the innovation process, so 
it should be seen as a natural output of technologi-
cal innovation policies. Regarding this issue, gov-
ernment rhetoric concerning the importance of 
innovation is not translated into specific economic 

Discussion and conclusions

Several conclusions can be drawn from the cases 
studied in this article. Regarding the first research 
question (RQ1), the translation of media and In-
formation Society policies into actual practice ap-
pears to be extremely difficult when dealing with 
technological innovation. The more abstract level 
of the legislation states the strategic significance 
of technological innovation, but this is not usually 
clarified in more specific documents, such as con-
tract-programmes or corporate norms. It can be 
said that the three cases studied illustrate a tech-
no-scientific reductionism; innovation policies and 
the government that promote them are fascinated 
by technical development but they often fail in its 
operationalisation: innovation is seen as a kind of 
“black box” where the resources will “magically” 
become new, successful products and services in 
the market.

Additionally, there is no clear guidance for the 
implementation of innovation. That is why its ac-
countability, an increasingly relevant feature of the 
PSM, is so difficult. At the same time, this also be-
comes the reason for clarifying the role, implemen-
tation and accountability of innovative services 
and applications.

funds, so it remains as a mere discursive argument. 
It is also necessary to highlight that political pres-
sure and debates remain at the top managerial level 
but do not affect everyday work in innovation units. 
Other decisions taken by these managers, such as 
budget cuts, do have an effect on these units, which 
from their birth have been used to growing bud-
gets. This situation confirms Baumann’s (2013) 
observation about the delicate position of these au-
tonomous units within larger corporate structures. 
Although this pressure has also led to offer more 
value for money, and processes should be driven by 
evidence, this conservatism can also unbalance the 
relationship between exploration and exploitation 
in favour of the latter.

If initially organisational ambidexterity within 
PSM seemed to be more inclined towards explo-
ration due to the non-commercial nature of these 
organisations, their critical financial situation is 
now putting on the table the need to think more 
about exploitation, shifting from public- to market-
oriented innovation. This also means that the dis-
tinctive role of PSM in driving innovations within 
the media field could be questioned. If confirmed 
by future developments, this shift poses serious 
doubts concerning the role assigned to PSM re-
garding innovation. Relying only on low-cost inno-



Fernández-Quijada et.al., From Rhetorics to Practice

The Journal of Media Innovations 2.2 (2015) 36

vation could become counter-productive in politi-
cal terms, diminishing the support for active PSM, 
since they could lose the opportunity to properly 
foster cutting-edge innovation.

In practical terms (RQ2), the management of 
this innovation has some common patterns: (a) In 
the absence of specific guidelines, technological in-
novation basically follows non-formal procedures, 
clearly aligning these media with the exploration 
side of innovation. (b) Although innovation is not 
formalised, in general terms this is not seen as a 
problem, and in some cases it is even assumed to be 
the natural way to achieve success. (c) It is heavily 
centred on people, since innovation often depends 
on personal initiatives. Although at the decision 
stage all of the process follows a top-down mecha-
nism, ideas may arise from any member of the staff. 
(d) There is a limited number of external partners 
because of the bureaucratic process when out-
sourcing specific tasks. This responds to the neces-
sary guarantees that a public service must apply to 
the investment of its funds, but it does not fit well 
with the dynamism of small start-ups, where many 
of the most innovative ideas arise. This is clearly 
seen as a handicap by the executives interviewed, 
and (e) there is no common strategy for television, 
radio and the new media.

Additionally, budget cuts also appeared in the 
daily management of innovation; it needs stable 
funding since many projects need mid- or long-
term development (Dogruel, 2014) and they cannot 
be discontinued in the current competitive envi-
ronment. As stated, in this scenario collaborations 
are seen as necessary. However, what could be seen 
as a natural partnership –that of different public 
service media organisations– has hardly been ex-
plored until now. But it would make sense, since 
all of them are publicly funded and collaboration 
would probably imply better value for taxpayer 
funds. On the contrary, it is also necessary to stress 
that innovation is also linked to the PSM function 
to act as a driving force of the local industry, thus 
contributing to the national economy. Originally 
applied to the traditional audiovisual industry – 
cinema, radio and television –, in the current sce-
nario this function can be extended into innovative 
IT companies that can offer these corporations new 
know-how and skills which are not currently avail-
able within these organisations, linking PSM to the 
idea of open innovation (Chesbrough, 2006). These 
partnerships can include third parties such as uni-
versities, increasing the value of collaboration and 
extending it into new areas, thus increasing its di-
rect contribution to society. Open innovation as an 

industry driver becomes, then, a new case to justify 
PSM existence. In political terms, it also helps to 
link public service media with broader policy issues 
even at the European Union level, where innova-
tion policy is becoming increasingly significant and 
has been placed at the heart of the Europe 2020 
Strategy.

Some final lessons can be drawn from the find-
ings of this article: Although technological innova-
tion is assumed to be an integral part of the remit of 
public service media, its formalisation and transla-
tion into specific actions is difficult. Although man-
agers agree that innovation needs some chaos to 
arise, the development of specific guidelines, not 
excessively bureaucratic, should be explored. The 
Lab RTVE seems relevant in this sense. Clearly, 
more research is needed in this area, as well as 
some time to assess its results, since innovation has 
only recently become an element to be considered 
within the remits of these media. At the macro-
level, the political discourse on innovation does not 
hide the actual practices and funding assignment, 
which contradicts that discourse. Then, the devel-
opment of innovation is only fostered by public ser-
vice media remit, which seems to be more effective 
than broadcasting laws. It also probably reflects the 
willingness of these corporations to be accountable 
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and justify their funding by broadening their mis-
sion in an age of sharp cuts. Together with the need 
to find talent outside the organisation itself, these 
cuts are promoting the development of practices of 
open innovation, which has a positive effect on the 
developers, and fosters the local industry.
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